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FOREWORD

Since the Kennedy administration, the National Security

Council Staff has gradually consolidated its bureaucratic
prominence, almost independent of the role of the council it
supports. Because of its role in the national security decision
process, the staff merits our professional attention.

This report considers the mismatch which, in the author's
view, exists between the national security structure and the
essential functions that must be performed by the NSC Staff.
These functions include administration; policy coordination;
policy supervision; policy adjudication; crisis management;
policy formulation; and, policy advocacy. As the author
demonstrates through an examination of the staff's history,
the extent to which the national security structure supports
these functions has determined the degree of systemic suc-
cess enjoyed in national security affairs by each administra-
tion. For that reason, the structure demands higher visibility
and greater attention on the part of the President.

This analysis of the NSC Staff generates conclusions that
the staff must be institutionalized to facilitate the execution of
its requisite functions. The author proposes a national
security directive, which would be signed by the President,
defining the roles and functions of the staff. Although the
specifics of such a document might vary from administration
to administration, the underlying rationale and the basic
structure would be consistent. He concludes that this is the
most effective way to prevent rogue operations like Iran-Con-
tra and, more importantly, to perpetuate an effective system
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for the management of national security into the next cen-
tury.

This report is published by the Strategic Studies Institute,
U.S. Army War College, as a contribution to the field of na-
tional security planning.

Paul G. Cerjan
Major General, U.S. Army
Commandant
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

On November 3, 1986, the Beirut newsmagazine, Al
Shiraa, reported that the United States had been secretly
selling weapons to Iran, notwithstanding a formal arms em-
bargo that had been in effect since the Tehran embassy
seizure 7 years before. This story was the tip of a policy and
procedural iceberg that, when fully surfaced, would
precipitate a major crisis for the Reagan administration. As
the details of the issue were gradually revealed, it became
apparent that, apart from serious questions of judgment, the
Iran-Contra Affair demonstrated some major problems within
the staff of the National Security Council (NSC), problems
that called into question the nature and function of that or-
ganization. For the first time in its often controversial history,
the NSC Staff was subjected to serious public scrutiny, and
calls for major reform arose from many quarters. Even those
favorably disposed towards the administration began to ask
how one small staff could wield so much power, even in the
face of what was apparently determined opposition from the
Departments of State and Defense. For students and prac-
titioners of national security policy, the fundamental proce-
dural and structural questions posed in the wake of the
Iran-Contra Affair warrant serious attention.

Since its inception in 1947, the NSC Staff has assumed
an increasingly significant role in the formulation of national
security policy in the United States. What began as essen-
tially an administrative and clerical support group for the
NSC has evolved into what, without exaggeration, has be-



INTRODUCTION

come the single most powerful staff in Washington, eclipsing
other departmental staffs which, by statute and custom,
should have been dominant in their respective fields. This
rise in power has been most often ascribed to the powerful
personalities who have headed the NSC Staff. However, per-
sonalities, even those as strong as Brzezinski and Kissinger,
do not alone explain the remarkable bureaucratic clout of the
NSC Staff. Indeed, during the Iran-Contra Affair, the NSC
Staff was headed by persons not noted for personal flair.

In order to understand the sources and implications of
NSC Staff power, it is necessary to look beyond personalities
and examine the functional roles played by the staff as an in-
stitution. Only then does it become apparent that, regardless
of the strengths or weaknesses of the members of the NSC,
the staff will continue to play a dominant role in the formula-
tion of national security policy into the next century.

What follows is an effort to outline the functional require-
ments of the NSC Staff, to identify certain features of its
decision making, and to explore mechanisms, both formal
and informal, by which the staff executes its various func-
tions. Such an examination is important for heuristic and
pragmatic reasons. From a scholarly perspective, much has
been written about decision making within the immediate
circle of the President, with both a conceptual and an anec-
dotal flavor. There is room, however, for a more rigorous look
at the role of the NSC Staff, a look which will help modify or
amplify some extant wisdom on the subject. From a policy
perspective, a more thorough understanding of the functional
requirements of the staff can help a new administration avoid
replowing old ground and taking years to discover what its
predecessors already knew. To the extent that this effort suc-
ceeds in these objectives, it will be useful.
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CHAPTER 2

THE RISE OF THE NSC

A meaningful discussion of the NSC Staff must begin with
a review of the conceptual basis of national security, as well
as a discussion of the formation and evolution of the NSC
and its staff as institutional bodies,' for in its roots we find
both the underlying rationale that commands its existence
and the deeply ingrained issues of departmental respon-
sibilities and jealousies that determine its course today. By
tracking the history of the NSC and by examining the dif-
ferent approaches that the eight NSC Presidents have
adopted toward national security decision making, two trends
become apparent. First, the role of the NSC itself is highly
dependent upon the psychological makeup of the President.
Second, the NSC Staff has inexorably emerged as a primary
actor in national security, largely independent of the
President's use of the NSC itself as a decisional body.

In this chapter, we will examine the daunting issue of the
nature of national security, and then we will explore the
development of the NSC and its staff from Truman to Nixon.
The Carter and Reagan years will be examined in more
detail in Chapter 4.

NATIONAL SECURITY - AN OPERATIONAL DEFINITION

As bureaucratic institutions go, the NSC is but a
governmental adolescent, a scant 40 years old. As such, the
dramatic changes that have occurred in the structure and

3
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THE RISE OF THE NSC

function of the NSC are hardly surprising. Indeed, the term
"national security" is only slightly older than the NSC itself,

having come into vogue immediately after the Second World
War. The all-consuming nature of that war demonstrated to
policy makers from the President down that there was a
pressing need for an integrated policy that transcended the
responsibilities of individual departments.

But, as popular as the term national security has become,
there is no widely accepted definition as to what it really en-
compasses. Such a definition is of great importance because
it is difficult for people to agree who should manage national
security if they do not agree on what it is.

In the 1940s, national security was seen primarily as
protection from external invasion, an attitude driven primarily
by the war.2 As a result, the original concept had a strong
military component. The charter of the NSC, promulgated in
1947, created it to "...enable the military services and other
departments and agencies of the government to cooperate
more effectively in matters involving the national security."3

Clearly, in 1947, the military dimension of national security
was the first among equals.

This narrow definition facilitated the management of na-
tional security, and the process was dominated by the
military establishment. The early discussions of the composi-
tion of the NSC reflected this orientation; in 1946, the Senate
proposed that the Secretary of Defense chair the NSC. This
is a far cry from the implicit definition of national security that
led Secretary of State Alexander Haig to propose, in 1980,
that he become the "vicar for the community of departments
having an interest in the several dimensions of foreign
policy."4 Clearly, in Haig's mind, national security was
dominated by its foreign policy component.

4



THE RISE OF THE NSC

The definition a President assigns to national security will
help determine the roles each agency will play in the national
security system. If, for example, the Haig view is adopted,
the Secretary of State should be expected to dominate the
national security machinery. If, on the other hand, the more
traditional view is adopted, the Secretary of Defense will
have a stronger voice. The third alternative is to view nation-
al security as a decisional discipline that is neither primarily
foreign nor defense policy. Rather, national security is an
overarching, interdisciplinary paradigm embracing elements
and responsibilities of a number of departments in a dynamic
relationship. Under this formulation, the White House emer-
ges as the focus for the national security system.

This last approach led to the formation of the NSC in the
first place and is implicitly recognized today. But to say simp-
ly that national security transcends the responsibilities of any
single department is not enough to provide any real guidance
on the supporting structure or functions. It is important to pro-
vide a definition of national security that can be effectively
operationalized into a meaningful structure to which primary
players in the process can subscribe.

To that end, national security can be defined as the
protection of the United States from major threats to our ter-
ritorial, political, or economic well-being. The structure by
which national security is protected is the National Security
System and its process is primarily concerned with the in-
tegration and coordination of defense, foreign, international
economic, and intelligence policies and procedures. This is
graphically portrayed in Figure 1.

As is evident in the Figure 1 schematic, national security
is a series of continua embracing principally the overlapping

*. areas of the separate departmental responsibilities. This is
not surprising, considering the wide-spread acceptance of
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THE RISE OF THE NSC

M NATIONAL SECURITY

FIGURE 1. NATIONAL SECURITY.

the overarching paradigm. But national security also entails
certain areas normally thought to involve only a single
department. On the margin of departmental responsibilities,
the discrimination of national security is often difficult. It is
clear, for example, that the management of issues such as
doctrinal changes in Army training (point 1 on Figure 1) and
the procurement of a new Army tank (point 2) are both
Defense Department responsibilities, yet only the latter is a
national security concern.

With this conceptual background, the growth, changes,
and practical evolution of the NSC become more obvious
and predictable. Moreover, the functional requisites of the
NSC Staff, to be discussed in Chapter 3, emerge as essen-
tial Ingredients in the effective management of national
security.

6



THE RISE OF THE NSC

NATIONAL SECURITY - INSTITUTIONAL MANAGEMENT

Using the definition presented above, we now turn to a
discussion of how the United States has developed and
refined its national security system. For the purposes of ex-
amining contemporary issues of national security manage-
ment, the history of the NSC breaks down into four
segments: the conceptual period (1920-45), the birth (1945-
49), the growth period (1949-68), and institutional maturity
(1969-present). Each of these will be discussed briefly
below.

The Conceptual Period. Although the Second World War
gave irreversible momentum to the establishment of the
NSC, the need for such an organization had been identified
much earlier. As early as 1919, Franklin Delano Roosevelt
proposed the establishment of a "Joint Plan-Making Body," to
deal with issues that overlapped between the Departments of
State, War, and Navy.5 The failure of that initiative was
manifest in the Washington Naval Limitations Conference,
during which the State Department negotiated arbitrary
limitations on capital vessels with virtually no coordination
with the Navy.6

Partially because of this debacle and partially because of
the rising threat emerging from Germany and Japan,
Secretary of State Cordell Hull proposed that the President
establish the Standing Liaison Committee, an interagency
group to coordinate defense and foreign policy. This or-
ganization, constituted in 1935 and composed of the Under
Secretary of State, the Chief of Staff of the Army, and the
Chief of Naval Operations, became the first institutionalized
group to deal with what would later be called national
security.7 But, as with any bureaucratic prototype, the Stand-
ing Liaison Committee did not live up to the expectations of

its designer; its members were simply unschooled in the re-
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THE RISE OF THE NSC

quirements of interagency coordination and jealously
guarded their own interests.8 Moreover, the committee had
no independent staff to provide support, continuity, and a na-
tional-level perspective.

The war, quite naturally, engendered a proliferation of in-
teragency coordinating bodies of all types, dealing with a
variety of issues. FDR, recognizing the gathering war clouds,
established the War Council, consisting of the Secretaries of
State, War, and Navy, as well as the Chiefs of the respective
services. Despite the superficial similarities between the War
Council and the NSC, the former did not provide for the
genuine integration of diplomacy and defense; it was used
primarily as a mechanism to formulate wartime strategy. The
State Department assumed a decidedly secondary role and,
after the war broke out, Hull was no longer even invited to at-
tend War Council meetings.9

The first real effort to establish a meaningful interagency
body on a permanent basis came in 1945 with the creation of
the State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee. This group,
consisting of the assistant secretaries of the respective
departments, actually dealt with some cross-cutting issues
from a national security perspective, rather than using the
traditional stovepipe approaches of the departments. But the
lack of real clout in the government and its inability to
generate issues internally doomed the Coordinating Commit-
tee to irrelevance. However, like the Standing Liaison Com-
mittee before it, the Coordinating Committee took another
important bureaucratic step in preparing the way for the es-
tablishment of an effective interagency body to manage na-
tional security affairs.

The Birth of the NSC. In the aftermath of the Second
World War, it became apparent to President Truman that the
United States needed an organization to coordinate the
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THE RISE OF THE NSC

range of issues that were now being grouped under the
rubric of national security. Between the recognition of this re-
quirement and the establishment of the NSC, however, lay
significant obstacles, many of which reflected functional is-
sues that continue to plague the national security estab-
lishment today.

The primary reasons for the difficulty in developing and
establishing the NSC were that it represented a major
change in the structure of government and, at the same time,
it was inextricably intertwined with one of the most sweeping
reforms of the U.S. Government in American history. A quick
review of the impact of the National Security Act of 1947 and
its amendment in 1949 demonstrates this point. Among other
things, the act accomplished the following:

e It established the National Security Council.

* It established the Secretary of Defense and an in-
tegrated Department of Defense.

* It established the Department of the Air Force.

* It effectively demoted the service secretaries to sub-
cabinet rank.

* It established the Central Intelligence Agency and the
Director of Central Intelligence.

Needless to say, issues of this magnitude elicited both
strong support and resistance throughout the government.
The bureaucratic turmoil was further complicated by the am-
biguity with which Truman himself approached the creation
of the NSC. Although he understood the need for such an or-
ganization, he was concerned with the establishment of a
body that would usurp his decision-making authority. Truman

9



THE RISE OF THE NSC

emphasized that "the council is purely an advisory body and
has no policy-making or supervisory functions," underscoring
his intention that the President not be bound by votes taken
in the council or by decisions made by its members.10

The actual formulation of the NSC grew out of yet another
bureaucratic maneuver, the so-called "Forrestal revenge." As
the post-war national security structure began to take shape,
there was strong support for the complete unification of the
Army and Navy, a proposal that Navy Secretary James For-
restal felt would doom the Navy to second class status. In
order to forestall such a development, Forrestal commis-
sioned Ferdinand Eberstadt. a kindred soul, to develop a
plan for a national security organization. Not surprisingly, the
Eberstadt Report recommended strongly against service
unification but also stated that:

to afford a permanent vehicle for maintaining active,
close and continuous contact between the departments
and agencies of our Government responsible, respec-
tively, for our foreign and military policies and their im-
plementation, we recommend the establishment of a
National Security Council.11

Because of the far-reaching implications of Truman's
proposal, it took 2 full years for the act to come to fruition and
another 2 years for the NSC, in its present form, to take
shape. When finally passed, the language of the act itself
reflected the underlying rationale of the Eberstadt Report. It
established the National Security Council with the following
charter:

The function of the Council shall be to advise the Presi-
dent with respect to the integration of domestic, foreign,
and military policies relating to the national security so as
to enable the military services and the other departments
and agencies of the Government to cooperate more ef-
fectively in matters involving national security. 2

10
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THE RISE OF THE NSC

At the same time, the act established that "the Council
shall have a staff headed by a civilian executive secretary
who shall be appointed by the President."13 As envisioned by
the Eberstadt Report, the NSC Staff was to be a:

secretariat ...charged with preparing its agenda, providing
data essential to its deliberations, and distributing its con-
clusions to the departments and aencies concerned for
information and appropriate action.

From these humble beginnings emerged the staff that
was responsible for some of the highest and lowest moments
in the conduct of the national security affairs of the United
States.

The Growth Years. One of the most widely held views
among students of national security is that the NSC is first
and foremost a product of the President it serves i s Truman
clearly demonstrated the validity of this perspective; he first
created the NSC with far-reaching potential and then insured
that this potential was never realized.

From the beginning, Truman had no intention of allowing
the NSC to evolve into anything more than an advisory body.
Indeed, from the first meeting of the NSC in September 1947
until the outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950, the Presi-
dent attended only 12 of the 57 NSC sessions held.16

Truman wanted to avoid the precedent of making decisions
at NSC meetings, a practice that could imply that votes
would be taken and that the NSC would become a decisional
body binding on the President. Truman also made it clear
that he considered the Secretary of State to be first among
equals in the NSC and appointed him president pro tempore
of the council. Secretary of State Dean Acheson used that
leverage to assume control over the machinery of national
security decision making. Acheson first bullied his ineffectual

11
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competitor, Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson, and then
coopted Johnson's successor, George Marshall.' 7 Truman,
as a proponent of what Zbigniew Brzezinski describes as a
"secretarial system" of national security decision making, felt
comfortable with Acheson's preeminent role on the NSC.18

True to the spirit and letter of the act, the initial NSC Staff
was humble indeed, consisting of an Executive Secretary
(Sidney W. Souers) and three professionals. Within two
years, the staff had grown to 15, grouped into three loose or-
ganizations: staff members, consultants, and the secretariat.
Even with this growth, however, the functions of the staff had
not changed significantly; it still acted principally as an ad-
ministrative arm of the NSC. The NSC Staff was charged
with the development of long-range studies, but the primary
stategic direction of the nation came from other groups. In
fact, the most famous of the Truman statements of national
security, NSC-68, was developed by a joint State-Defense
working group outside of the NSC structure and did not in-
volve the NSC Staff.19

Individual staff members, particularly the consultants,
were creatures of the departments and owed primary loyalty
to the secretaries they represented. By 1950, the staff had
been organized into a senior staff, consisting of assistant
secretaries of the constituent departments, and staff assis-
tants who were appointed by the senior staff. With this back-
ground, the NSC Staff developed no staff cohesion or
bureaucratic orientation beyond the horizons of each depart-
ment. Paradoxically, the staff members themselves were not
trusted by the departments they represented, so they ex-
perienced the worse of both worlds.

Moreover, Souers himself was in no way a philosophical
competitor for the department secretaries; he described him-
self as "an anonymous servant of the Council."20 Indeed,

12
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there was not even a formal position for a National Security
Adviser in the Truman Administration. In Souers' words, "no
new agent without accountability has been established with
the power to influence policy."21

The failure of the NSC to effect meaningful national
security policy was perhaps best reflected in the vacillation
and uncertainty that surrounded the Korean War. At the
White House level, policy drifted along in response to bat-
tlefield developments, with articulated war aims changing
every few months. In the absence of a powerful NSC, and
with strong antagonists such as Acheson and MacArthur, the
integration of the various elements of national power and the
development of a long-term strategy proved impossible.

By the beginning of the Eisenhower administration, the
NSC had taken firm institutional root, but had yet to con-
tribute substance. Because of the distrust with which Truman
had approached the NSC and the very newness of the or-
ganization itself, Eisenhower offered the justifiable criticism
that "the National Security Council as presently constituted is
more a shadow agency than a really effective policy
maker."22 Eisenhower moved quickly to elevate the NSC to
the "apex of national security policy making" and, in 1953,
appointed Robert Cutler to the newly created post of Special
Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs.23 Cut-
ler did not replace the Executive Secretary of the NSC, a
position which was, after all, mandated by law. The Special
Assistant was an altogether new position, designed to institu-
tionalize what had been a de facto national security post,
filled by such men as Colonel House and Harry Hopkins in
previous administrations. Although the Special Assistant ini-
tially had no formal supervisory responsibility over the NSC
Staff, a marriage of convenience quickly occurred; the Spe-
cial Assistant needed staff support to function in an increas-
ingly complex government, and the NSC Staf needed a

13



THE RISE OF THE NSC

champion of substance to lead it into bureaucratic relevance.
Yet, Cutler did not move to assert himself or the NSC Staff in
the national security system. He appeared content to remain
subordinate to Secretary of State John Foster Dulles and to
allow the departments to dominate the process.24
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Eisenhower took two additional steps to elevate the
functioning of the NSC. First, he appointed the Vice Presi-
dent to chair the NSC in his absence, replacing the Secretary
of State in that capacity. This helped insure more equal treat-
ment of the other members of the NSC and, therefore, more
vigorous cooperation. Second, and more important, the
President himself chaired more than 90 percent of the NSC
meetings and made decisions. This guaranteed regular at-
tendance by the other NSC principals and infused a new
sense of purpose and Importance in the NSC process.

14
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The staff evolved more slowly. While it grew in size and
contained what Cutler called "some think people," it nonethe-
less remained primarily an administrative staff, providing
support without real substance, and focusing on coordination
and supervision of policy. Although the Hoover Commission
suggested that the NSC Staff should "evolve policy ideas,"
Cutler opposed such a role because it would "intervene be-
tween the President and his cabinet members."25

In addition to its support of the NSC itself, the staff also
provided most of the support to the two subcommittees of the
NSC, the Planning Board and the Operations Coordination
Board, which supervised policy planning and execution,
respectively. This highly structured system lent a much-
needed measure of order and integration to the NSC but
proved too rigid to deal with issues requiring imagination and
daring. Moreover, because of Eisenhower's desire for con-
sensus prior to decisions reaching him, the NSC system
often provided what Dean Acheson called "agreement by ex-
haustion" and only colorless compromise solutions to com-
plex problems.26 This was due, in no small measure, to the
lack of an independent, forward looking NSC Staff that could
see beyond the simple integration of departmental positions.
The staff remained fundamentally a collection of agency rep-
resentatives, rather than a fully cohesive organization serv-
ing a single master and with a life of its own. By the end of
his administration, Eisenhower recognized the inflexibility of
the system and saw great value in "a highly competent in-
dividual and a small staff" that could orchestrate the national
security system more effectively.27 Because of its spotty
record of performance, the NSC came under congressional
scrutiny in 1960. After extensive hearings, the NSC was
criticized by Senator Henry Jackson's Subcommittee on Na-
tional Policy Machinery. The committee's report said:

15

.'



THE RISE OF THE NSC

The Council...appears only marginally involved in helping
resolve many of the most important problems which af-
fect the future course of national security policy. 28

In a speech at the National War College, Senator Jack-
son further charged that the "NSC is a dangerously mislead-
ing facade," a criticism that sounds remarkably like that
Eisenhower leveled at the Truman NSC. 29

All of this resonated strongly with John F. Kennedy who,
unlike his predecessor, was a believer in a centralized, infor-
mal style of decision making. One of the first tasks his Spe-
cial Assistant, McGeorge Bundy, undertook was the
dismantling of the Planning Board, the Operations Coordina-
tion Board, and the rigid NSC structure they supported. Ken-
nedy opted for an informality that bordered on no structure,
and the NSC fell into disuse. Indeed, the most daunting na-
tional security challenge faced by the 1000-day administra-
tion was the Cuban Missile Crisis, and that was not even
handled by the NSC. The resolution of that crisis fell to the
Executive Committee, an ad hoc group composed of trusted
advisers, some of whom had no experience whatever in na-
tional security.

Despite, or perhaps because of, the decreasing use of
the formal NSC, the Kennedy administration wrought two
basic changes in the NSC Staff. First, under McGeorge
Bundy, the Assistant for National Security Affairs "came in
out of the cold," assuming a position of influence equal to
that of the cabinet secretaries.30 Second, Bundy's NSC Staff
"came to serve the President, rather than the NSC."3 1 Staff
members were no longer appointed by the departments; they
became independent advisers to the President, providing
policy options, plumbing the bureaucracy for information and
positions, and overseeing policy implementation. Bundy's
charge to the staff -,as to "extend the range and enlarge the

16
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direct effectiveness of the man they serve."3 2 For the first
time, the NSC Staff assumed an identity of its own, capable
of independent judgments and actions. As Robert Komer, a
member of the Kennedy NSC Staff at the time, describes,

...Kennedy made it very clear we were his men, we
operated for him, we had direct contact with him. This
gave us the power to command the kind of results he
wanted-a fascinating exercise in a presidential staff
technique, which insofar as I know, has been unique in
the history of the presidency.3

The Bundy Staff thus set the precedent for the corporate
development of subsequent staffs, executing the critical func-
tions of policy formulation and advocacy. At the same time,
however, the requirements for policy coordination and ad-
ministration diminished, primarily because the NSC itself was
effectively bypassed.

Things did not change fundamentally with Lyndon
Johnson, under whom "the NSC system reached its nadir."3'
Johnson effectively replaced the formal National Security
Council with his Tuesday Luncheon Group, another ad hoc
committee that, for all practical purposes, ran Johnson's
most challenging national security issue, the Vietnam War. In
a bow towards some measure of formalism, however, the
system was restructured, and the Senior Interdepartmental
Group (SIG) was created with the Secretary of State in the
chair. The SIG was a committee immediately subordinate to
the NSC and was designed to coordinate the activities of
lower level interagency groups in preparing issues for NSC A
consideration and to follow up on NSC decisions already
made. But, since the NSC rarely met, the SIG was equally in-
active.

The creation of the SIG was important for two reasons,
neither of which had anything to do with the management of

17



THE RISE OF THE NSC

national security during the Johnson Administration. First, it
established the precedent of a high level committee to do
much of the work of the NSC-a mini-NSC of sorts. This was
to be carried forward into every succeeding administration.
Second, it reestablished at least the appearance of
dominance by the State Department over the NSC process,
something that had grown blurry since the end of the Eisen-
hower administration. As Kissinger describes it,

The State Department considered this structure to be a
major bureaucratic triumph. To the State Department, its
preeminence (in national security polig), however hollow
and formalistic, was a crucial symbol.

This perception was to become a major burden in the
Nixon administration.

While the NSC remained outside the orbit of meaningful
decision making, Special Assistant Walt Rostow and his
NSC Staff maintained the roles and missions given them by
Kennedy. Rostow continued Bundy's elevation of the position
by becoming something of a public spokesman for the ad-
ministration; the NSC Staff remained strong principally as a
source of ideas and advice for the President. As with its
predecessor, the Rostow staff had little to do in administra-
tion and coordination of NSC activities since the NSC was
relatively inactive.

During the growth years, then, the NSC Staff saw
dramatic changes in its roles and functions. In the Eisen-
hower NSC, the primary emphasis of the staff was on policy
coordination and on administration of an active NSC. Policy
formulation, imagination, and planning suffered as a result.
The Kennedy-Johnson years saw a radical swing in the other
direction. Gone were the coordination and administrative
functions; emphasis was now on ideas and strategies. This

18
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ad hoc approach of the 1960s resulted in uncoordinated, un-
documented decisions that, over the long term, could not
stand up to the stress of an increasingly complex national
security environment.

The Maturing Years. For a variety of reasons, the Nation-
al Security Council and its supporting staff reached functional
maturity during the Nixon administration. Nixon came into of-
fice promising to "restore the National Security Council to its
preeminent role in national security planning."36 Nixon, an ar-
dent centralizer and highly suspicious of the State Depart-
ment, sought to formalize a system under which the White
House was clearly in charge. He also sought a system that
would combine the functional advantages of the NSCs of the
1950s and 1960s.

The chief architect of this process was Henry Kissinger,
who agreed with Nelson Rockefeller that:

There exists no regular staff procedure for arriving at
decisions; instead, ad hoc groups are formed as the
need arises. No staff agency to monitor the carrying out
of decisions is available. There is no focal point for long-
range planning on an interagency basis. Without a
centralized focus, foreign policy turns into a series of un-
related decisions.37

After the highly idiosyncratic styles of Kennedy and
Johnson, Kissinger resolved to restore regularity to the na-
tional security process. This he accomplished in two ways.
First, he restructured the set of committees subordinate to
the NSC, removed the State Department from its "first among
equals" status, and centralized NSC and sub-NSC decision
making in the White House. Of the seven committees subor-
dinate to the NSC, six were chaired by Kissinger. Second, he
dramatically expanded the size and quality of the NSC Staff
itself. From the 10-15 member professional staff that had en-
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dured since the late Truman administration, Nixon's NSC
Staff expanded ultimately to more than 50 professionals (see
Figure 3). This led the NSC Staff to extend its functional
responsibilities to such a degree that it assumed the
dominant role among the various government agencies con-
cerned with national security. For the first time, the NSC Staff
assumed administrative and coordinating functions at the
same time it was leading the bureaucracy in the develop-
ment and articulation of policy. This was quite a dramatic
departure from the responsibilities of the staff first developed
by Sidney Souers a generation earlier.
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FIGURE 3. THE SIZE OF THE NSC STAFF.

During the second Nixon administration, Kissinger as-
sumed the role of Secretary of State while maintaining his
portfolio as Assistant to the President for National Security
Affairs (APNSA). This unprecedented amalgamation of
power, although relatively short-lived, gave great continuity
and cohesion to American national security policy. It also
gave nse to considerable bureaucratic rumblings against the
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role of the National Security Adviser (NSA) that were only
partially quieted when Gerald Ford appointed Air Force
Lieutenant General Brent Scowcroft to be his National
Security Adviser to replace Kissinger. As noted by Donald
Neuchterlein:

The dramatic aspect of the elaborate NSC machinery set
up in 1969 was the pervasive influence of Henry Kis-
singer.. .he wielded enormous power over the foreign
policy machinery of the government with the support of
President Nixon, who found in Kissinger the person he
needed in the White House to retain control of foreign
policy.

3 8

The Nixon-Ford years demonstrated the maturing of the
NSC system and of its supporting staff. Under Kissinger, the
NSC became the primary focal point for all national security
planning, coordinating, decision making, and supervision.
The evolution did not occur, as many analysts would have us
believe, simply because Richard Nixon hated the State
Department. It happened far more because the U.S. Govern-
ment recognized that the scope of issues impacting on the
security of the nation ranged far beyond the purview of a
single department and that only the White House could effect
the coordination demanded by the mounting complexity of
the international system.

SUMMARY

Since the end of the Second World War, it has become
increasingly apparent that the 19th century model of foreign
and military policy formulation is clearly inadequate. Expand-
ing threats to the vital interests of the United States now
emanate from a host of sources, including not just the foreign X
armies of the past but also international economic competi-
tion, communications and transportation explosions, north-
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south developmental issues, political pressures from interna-
tional fora and a host of other challenges. Under virtually any
definition, national security now requires a thorough integra-
tion of all of the elements of power the United States can
bring to bear. Yet, the government has been slow to design a
system that responds to these demands-a system that
facilitates the execution of critical national security functions.

Having examined briefly the dimensions of national
security and the systems that six administrations designed to
meet national security needs, it is apparent that some
measure of intellectual and organizational discipline is re-
quired in order to transcend the idiosyncracies of each ad-
ministration and to provide cohesion to national security
decision making. We now direct our attention to that chal-
lenge.
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CHAPTER 3

THE FUNCTIONAL REQUISITES

In order to construct an effective model of the NSC Staff
of the future, it is important to begin with an examination of
the functions that the NSC Staff must perform within the na-
tional security system. This is a fundamental point of analyti-
cal departure and is essential in understanding the staff
beyond the level of bureaucratic in-fighting or media hype.

At the outset of any discussion of the NSC Staff, it is es-
sential to first draw an obvious, yet important and often over-
looked, distinction. In many fora, it is popular to refer to the
'NSC' when what is meant is the NSC Staff. This is a com-
mon but misleading shorthand used by journalists and others
which tends to obscure the difference between the NSC itself
and the staff which provides its support. As was evident in
the last chapter, the difference between the role of the NSC
and that of its staff may be of great significance. The NSC is,
of course, a creature of the President; he can use it in any
manner he sees fit as is apparent in the dramatic differences
in the role of the NSC under Eisenhower and then under
Kennedy. The NSC is, after all, simply a forum in which
cabinet-level advisers to the President meet to discuss lofty
issues of national security. As such, the NSC has no institu-
tional cohesion, little corporate memory, and no life beyond
that which the President gives it.

The NSC Staff, on the other hand, is an institutional body
which has assumed a mounting role of importance over the
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past 40 years. Unlike its parent organization, the staff must
perform several critical functions, driven largely by the
diverse nature of the international environment and generally
independent of the psychology of the President himself. The
Tower Commission, appointed by Ronald Reagan to inves-
tigate the Iran-Contra Affair, stated that "there are certain
functions which need to be performed in some way for any
president."' For analytical purposes, these might be called
the NSC Staff's functional requisites. The degree to which
any national security structure supports the performance of
these functions is directly related to the degree to which the
management of national security within an administration will
be successful.

THE FUNCTIONAL REQUISITES

With the preceding as background, there are several vital
functions that the NSC Staff has periodically performed.
These functions are:

* Administration;

* Policy Coordination and Integration;

* Policy Supervision;

* Policy Adjudication;

* Crisis Management;

* Policy Formulation; and,

e Policy Advocacy.
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The execution of these functions has been the source of
NSC Staff effectiveness, or lack thereof, as well as
bureaucratic in-fighting since the maturation of the national
security system under Henry Kissinger. Some are widely ac-
cepted as the legitimate purview of the staff, while others
elicit protest from all sides of the national security spectrum,

as shown in Figure 4.

DEGREE OF CONTROVERSY

LOW HIGH

ADMIN ADVOCACY

COORDINATION FORMULATION

SUPERVISION CRISIS MGT

ADJUDICATION

FIGURE 4. RELATIVE CONTROVERSY OF FUNCTIONAL REQUISITES.

Regardless of the degree of controversy each function
engenders, the execution of all of these functions is critical to
the successful management of national security into the 21st f
century. A brief discussion of each function, with some il-
lustration, follows.

Administration. In discussing the functional requisites, it is
useful to begin with the least contentious end of the con-
troversy spectrum: administration. Since its inception, the
NSC Staff has always acted as the administrative arm of the
NSC. The execution of this function was clearly the intent of
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the 1947 National Security Act that legislated into existence
a "staff headed by a civilian executive secretary" to support
the work of the NSC.2 There seems little dispute surrounding
this function; even I.M. Destler, a frequent critic of the NSC
and an advocate of abolishing the post of Assistant to the
President for National Security Affairs (APNSA), agrees that
the administrative and organizational functions are critical
and, indeed, should be the primary focus of the NSC Staff.3

Philip Odeen, who authored a major study on the NSC, char-
acterizes this function as "managing the decision process"
and argues that, by proper execution of this function, the
staff "can make the decision process more orderly and in-
crease the flow of useful information, thereby increasing the
likelihood of sensible decisions."4

Yet, as clearcut and needed as this function appears,
there are aspects of administration that bear closer examina-
tion. In fact, the administration function is best seen as a
continuum, running from the most mundane of tasks, such as
the typing and distribution of NSC-related papers at one end,
to potentially influential administrative requirements, such as
NSC note-taking and preparation of summary documents, at
the other. In executing the latter set of administrative func-
tions, the NSC Staff can border on policy formulation, par-
ticularly in a highly centralized administration.

To accomplish the clerical dimensions of the administra-
tion function, the NSC Staff employs a support group of un-
paralleled capability. Not only do these individuals have
impeccable clerical skills but also understand the complex is-
sues with which they are dealing and, even more challeng-
ing, the bureaucratic milieu in which the staff is operating.
The obvious capabilities of Fawn Hall, a brief nova during the
Iran-Contra hearings, are indicative of the caliber of person-
nel in the clerical side of the NSC Staff. To oversee the ac-
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tivities of this staff, as well as the technical details of ad-
ministration, most administrations have followed the letter of
the 1947 Act and have appointed an executive or staff
secretary. Brzezinski describes the incumbent of this position
as "the person who really makes the NSC Staff run."5 The
executive secretary also manages the flow of papers
throughout the staff and to the national security community,
another responsibility fraught with challenge. One of the
many ironies surrounding the NSC Staff is that, alone among
the various elements, the executive secretary precisely fulfills
the functions outlined in the originating legislation.

As challenging as this dimension of administration can
be, it is the aspect that receives widest support from the na-
tional security system and the one that elicits the least
measure of controversy.

At the other end of this functional spectrum, the staff
members themselves have substantial administrative
responsibilities that can heavily influence actual policy for-
mulation. Two examples illustrate this point. First, the Assis-
tant to the President is generally responsible for preparing
the agenda for NSC meetings. Although on the surface this
appears to be a straightforward task, in reality, control over
the NSC agenda is a potentially powerful tool in managing
national security affairs. The Assistant to the President, sup-
ported by the NSC Staff, determines which issues will actual-
ly reach the President and the formal NSC for deliberation
and decision. Within limits, it thus becomes possible for the
NSC Staff to exercise a bureaucratic pocket veto over an
issue simply by insuring that it never reaches the President
for decision. Moreover, agenda items can be scheduled for
specific NSC meetings so that certain principals with strongly
held views are not present to participate in the discussion.
Secretary of State Vance, for example, was travelling when
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the issue of the Iran rescue attempt was debated in the NSC;
he was a strong opponent of the effort and eventually
resigned in protest.6

Control of the agenda can also extend to the list of in-
vitees. As mentioned earlier, the NSC itself is but a four-per-
son body. But it is usually augmented by persons of cabinet
rank who have an interest in a particular issue under con-
sideration. By extending or withholding invitations, the NSC
Staff can help shape the discussion and the outcome of the
issue itself.

A second example of the potential for influencing policy in
executing administrative tasks is note-taking. In the post-
Watergate era, the White House has been understandably
reluctant to tape meetings or even to have verbatim
transcripts made. Instead, the NSC tends to rely on NSC
Staff members to take notes and then to transcribe them into
summaries for the President. The staff member invited to
take the notes is usually the individual who has staff respon-
sibility for the issue under discussion and has, therefore,
more than a passing interest and expertise. This, coupled
with an understandable lack of shorthand skills, can lead to
the practice of "creative note-taking" in which the staff mem-
ber, unintentionally or otherwise, highlights certain argu-
ments, downplays others, and, in general, shades the notes
with his particular perspective. In addition, because he is
hardly a disinterested observer, the staff member can get so
wrapped up in the dynamics of the meeting itself that he for-
gets why he is there and misses some key point. He must
then try to recreate what was said during his intellectual
holiday. More will be said about creative note-taking in suc-
ceeding chapters, but this practice reached its zenith during
the Carter-Brzezinski years when such staff-developed sum-
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maries were not subject to review by the principals prior to
submission to the President.

We therefore find that, even in the seemingly innocuous
function of administration, the staff has powerful avenues
available to influence the NSC and presidential decisions
themselves. Indeed, as Alexander Haig argues, administra-
tion or "managing the flow of paper" is one of the three levers
of real power in the system. 7 Despite these dangers, ad-
ministration remains a critical function and must be executed.

Coordination and Integration. These two activities are so
closely related that they are, for all practical purposes, con-
stituent parts of the same function. However, subtle differen-
ces bear mentioning for analytical rigor and therefore warrant
the separate treatment of each.

Coordination is a relatively passive activity in which con-
cepts, proposals, and policies are vetted with all relevant
agencies prior to submission to the NSC or to the President.
Concurring and opposing views on issue papers are col-
lected, redundancies eliminated, and issues requiring resolu-
tion identified. Information is shared, and a forum is provided
for the discussion and resolution of policy disagreements.
Along with administration, the function of coordination is
clearly what the 1947 Act meant when it established the NSC
and its supporting staff. One of the primary reasons for the
existence of the NSC was:

for the purpose of more effectively coordinating the
policies and functions of the departments and agencies
of the government relating to the national security. (em-
phasis added)8

Across the political spectrum, the coordinating function of
the NSC Staff is widely accepted. Even NSC critics such as
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Destler and Leslie Gelb acknowledge that coordination of na-
tional security issues is a proper mission of the staff and es-
sential to the successful execution of national security.9
Brent Scowcroft, the National Security Adviser to Presidents
Ford and Bush, has said "the NSC (Staff) has a crucial role
to play.. .in coordinating with other staff agencies, the press,
the legislative liaison, economists, and (others)."' 0

One of the reasons for this wide acceptance is that, like
administration, coordination, on the surface, requires virtually
no substantive policy input from the NSC Staff. In executing
this function, more than in any other, the staff plays the part
of the honest broker, one of the essential roles identified by
the Tower Commission.1" In theory, the staff approaches the
coordination function for a specific issue with no vested inter-
ests and no position to push. It insures that all departmental
players understand the issue, are given the opportunity to
comment on a proposed solution, and are encouraged to ef-
fect resolution on areas of disagreement. Moreover, the staff
insures that unpopular but valid views are given full airing on
an interagency basis.

The NSC Staff has been generally successful in execut-
ing the coordination function. In each administration, count-
less issues have been resolved in interagency meetings in
the Old Executive Building that had proved utterly intractable
on the 7th floor of the State Department or on the E Ring of
the Pentagon.

Contrary to widely accepted views, however, it is possible
to have too much coordination.' 2 The Eisenhower NSC is
often criticized for being so strongly oriented on coordination
that the issues that ultimately reached the President were so
watered down with interagency compromise that they be-
came "only vapid consensus positions."1 3 In addition, the

34



THE FUNCTIONAL REQUISITES

coordination process can become burdensome, particularly
when the issues being considered do not need full vetting by
all agencies concerned with national security. It is probably
not necessary, for example, to obtain the views of the
Treasury Department (a member of the NSC in most ad-
ministrations) on a proposed naval exercise in the Gulf of
Sidra. Although perhaps an extreme example, it does under-
score the importance of judgment and discretion on the part
of the staff in deciding whether or not a certain issue needs
the concurrence of a particular agency involved in national
security. Finally, overcoordination raises the risk of un-
authorized disclosure of sensitive or classified programs. An
elaborate examination of the phenomenon of leaks is beyond
the scope of this discussion, but it is safe to say that the
wider the coordination of an issue, the greater the chances
are of leaks. As a result, the fear of leaks is the single
greatest impediment to the effective coordination of policy.14

With all this in mind, the NSC Staff must decide whether
an issue warrants interagency coordination and, if so, which
agencies should be asked to provide comments. Contrary-to
the popular view of the NSC, engendered in no small way by
the adventures of Oliver North, the tendency in the staff is to
overcoordinate a document and to send it out for unneces-
sary comment. The cost of this is excessive delay in present-
ing an issue for decision as certain departments, with neither
expertise nor interest, flail around to develop a position. The
staff must, therefore, tred a narrow line between submitting
an uncoordinated paper for decision and burdening the
bureaucracy with unnecessary coordination requirements.

The coordination process is facilitated if the Assistant to
the President chairs the senior interdepartmental groups
subordinate to the NSC, and the staff chairs the more junior
groups. This allows issues to be discussed with all par-
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ticipants on an equal footing and able to consider proposals
on their merit. The Tower Commission agrees, saying that
"the system generally operates better when the committees
are chaired by the individual with the greatest stake in
making the NSC system work."15

Coordination, put simply, is the management of the ex-
change of information. The staff must act as the interagency
conduit for information if this function is to be effectively ex-
ecuted. The flow of information must be managed throughout
the life cycle of a policy-from its inception as an idea to its
final execution as a presidential directive. But the staff must
also exercise judgment to insure that the system does not
become swamped with information' or that sensitive
programs are not exposed to unnecessary risk of com-
promise.

Integration is the next step beyond coordination. It is a
more active concept and may be characterized as the meld-
ing of diverse, and possibly divergent, views into a single
document. As Brzezinski contends,

Integration is needed, but this cannot be done from a
departmental vantage point. No self-respecting Secretary
of Defense will willingly agree to have his contribu-
tion ...integrated by another departmental secretary-
notably the Secretary of State. It has to be done by
someone close to the President.1

The importance of effective integration stems from the
nature of presidential decision making. For every issue con-
sidered and discussed by the NSC, probably ten other issues
are decided on the basis of position papers alone. Integration
of these papers is particularly critical in these latter cases.
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The mechanics of staff integration demonstrate the im-
portance and the potential power of this function. If the na-
tional security system works properly, the issues that reach
the President for decision are those that could not be
resolved in interagency fora at levels below. They are, by
definition, the tough issues.17 As an issue is raised for NSC
or presidential consideration, it is invariably supported by
lengthy position papers developed by each department and
designed to reflect that department's view on the outcome.
These are generally uncoordinated papers; the departments
correctly consider that it is the staff's job to effect necessary
interagency coordination. The staff must take these papers
and prepare a single summary document for the President.
Each President has his own style when it comes to the for-
mat and length he prefers, but clearly no President could
hope to wade through the flood of papers provided him by
the departments. The NSC Staff must shrink these
voluminous issue papers down to one or two pages, which
will be all the President probably will read and will be the
basis for his decision. In preparing these summaries, the
staff must integrate the views of several agencies, identify
areas of agreement, and frame the remaining issues requir-
ing presidential resolution.

In this role, the staff must be rigorously honest in present-
ing summarized arguments fairly, even though it may have a
different opinion as to the preferred option. Time and con-
fidentiality often do not permit the staff to coordinate these
papers with the relevant departments; it may well become
the final arbiter of what the President actually sees. A clever-
ly turned phrase, a dropped adjective here and there, an
omitted but persuasive point, all can render inane the most
cogent of departmental positions. The integrated summary
paper is obviously a potentially powerful tool in the hands of
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the staff, particularly if it has an axe to grind on a specific
issue.

Thus, as with administration, coordination and integration
are essential functions that must be performed. But both
have a high potential for being abused by overzealous or un-
skilled staff members or by a staff unschooled in the impor-
tance of these functions for the entire national security
system.

Policy Supervision. Once a decision has been reached,
an effective system of government must have a mechan;. nresponsible for ensuring that decisions are carried out and
for supervising their implementation. Odeen argues that the
government is generally weak in execution to begin with,
devoting 80 percent of its efforts to policy development and
only 20 percent to execution. In successful organizations,
those percentages are reversed.18 Scowcroft asserts that"policy implementation is the poor stepchild of the whole
governmental process."19

Compounding this problem are incidents of deliberate dis-
obedience of presidential directives by the departments
charged with implementation. In an ideal structure, disagree-
ments on particular policy alternatives would disappear once
the President reached a decision, and all involved would join
hands to insure immediate implementation. Unfortunately,
reality shows that the national security system does not work
this way. It is a relatively simple matter, in the absence of an
oversight mechanism, for a disgruntled department head to
simply ignore a decision by the President or to establish so
many obstacles to its implementation that it is rendered
meaningless. Richard Nixon reports his "total exasperation"
at the unwillingness of the Defense Department to carry out
his decision to resupply Israel during the October War,
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despite his orders to "get the (resupply aircraft) in the air
now."2 After Jimmy Carter's 1977 decision to restrict the
sale of military hardware on a worldwide basis, virtually the
entire security assistance community within the government
set about undermining that policy until it was effectively res-
cinded 3 years later. Other examples of this sort of
bureaucratic foot-dragging abound.

Beyond these instances of deliberate disregard of the
President's decisions, problems of policy execution more fre-
quently stem from genuine misunderstandings, overwork, or
lack of expertise on the part of well-meaning professionals.
But whether the root cause is hostile or benign, policy execu-
tion remains the most challenging aspect of the policy
process, demanding active and involved supervision.

It is difficult to see how the supervision function can be
accomplished by any organization except the NSC Staff.
Departments cannot be expected to tell on themselves, and
they generally lack the credibility to intervene in each other's
internal operations even to insure that a particular -policy
decided by the President is carried out. The departments,
quite simply, have lives unto themselves and are often only
marginally responsive to the President, whom they may con-
sider to be only a policy dilettante, temporarily thrust upon
them. Dean Rusk said that:

After all, the Foreign Service does not share the view
that the world was created at the last Presidential elec-
tion or that a world of more than 160 nations will some-
how be different because we elected one man rather
than another as President.21

It is easy to see how this attitude, reflected and magnified
deep within successive layers of the departments, can lead
to an almost contemptuous attitude on the part of those
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charged with implementing presidential policy towards their
task.2

The President must have a trusted national security staff,
the members of which owe their primary loyalty to him and
have sufficient knowledge and bureaucratic access to super-
vise the implementation of specific policy decisions. The
Tower Commission argues that:

It is the responsibility of the National Security Adviser
(and the NSC Staff) to monitor policy implementation and
to ensure that policies are executed in conformity with
the intent of the President's decision. Monitoring includes
initiating periodic reassessments of a policy or operation,
especially when changed circumstances suggest that the
policy or operation no longer serves U.S. interests.23

This is by no means an easy feat. Even in a bureaucrati-
cally benign atmosphere in which the implementing depart-
ments approve of the President's decision, the
implementation phase is fraught with potential hazards. The
press of events, competing concerns, and the work involved
often can bog down even the most conscientious departmen-
tal staff member to such an extent that implementation of a
decision is placed on a back burner. Should the bureaucratic
environment not be so benign, and should the implementing
department oppose the President's decision, the manage-
ment of its implementation becomes all the more difficult.
Under either condition, knowledge that the President's NSC
Staff is overwatching the implementation process provides
powerful incentive for the implementing department to ad-
here to the President's decision.

*The policy supervision function is widely accepted as an
essential task for the staff. Both the Odeen Report and the
Tower Commission identify supervision as a critical function.

'* Theodore Sorensen, a former Kennedy adviser and a critic of
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a strong NSC allows that "the NSC Staff can monitor and
coordinate the implementation of Presidential
decisions.. .without usurping whatever advisory primacy the
President may have bestowed upon the Secretary of
State."24

The supervision function is of great importance, but it
must not be confused with an operational role for the staff. It
has neither the expertise nor the size to execute the policy
decisions made at the presidential level, yet sometimes
problems with policy implementation within the departments
create pressures for the staff to assume an operational role.
In 1981, David Aaron, Brzezinski's deputy in the Carter
White House, pointed to the mounting and undesirable ten-
dency for the staff to become more operational. The staff
"will conduct all kinds of surrogate activities simply be-
cause...the bureaucracy is unresponsive."25

The Iran-Contra Affair demonstrated the validity of
Aaron's concern and the danger of confusing supervision
with implementation. Questions of illegalities aside, the prin-
cipal failure of the effort was rooted in the amateurism with
which Oliver North approached his task. Constantine Men-
ges, a colleague of North's on the staff, paints a vivid and
alarming picture of the whole affair, identifying the utter
failure of virtually every aspect of the scheme. He says:

Like McFarlane and Poindexter, North always seemed
impatient with, and insensitive to, the need for a corn-
petent, well-thought-out political strategy. North was
moving in so many directions on so many details of
projects that he often could not focus in a thoughtful way
on how to obtain the overall desired results. 26

Although Menges goes on to document North's many
personality anomalies, it is safe to say that probably few
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members of the staff would have done much better in an
operational role such as North assumed. The Tower Com-
mission Report extrapolates the North case into a general
caveat against a role for the staff in the actual implementa-
tion of policy.

Implementation is the responsibility and strength of the
departments and agencies. The National Security Ad-
viser and the NSC Staff generally do not have the depth
of resources for the conduct of operations. In addition,
when they take on implementation responsibilities, they
risk compromising their objectivity.27

The supervision of policy implementation is thus an im-
portant and legitimate function of the staff, never be con-
fused, however, with the actual implementation itself.

Policy Adjudication. Closely related to the function of
policy supervision, adjudication involves the resolution of is-
sues which arise as a result of confusion about the
President's decision or its implementation. It is not particular-
ly surprising to note that often the President's decisions are
not clearly understood by all, even when articulated in writ-
ing. Odeen asserts that the NSC Staff is often weak in "clear-
ly communicating the decisions, and their rationale, to the
rest of the government."28 Moreover, because of the om-
nipresent fear of leaks, even clearly written presidential
documents that convey the President's decisions are not
usually made available to the action officers in the im-
plementing departments who are charged with acting upon
those decisions. To be sure, these individuals are given oral
instructions, but then the "whisper chain" phenomenon sets
in, and the final product in the ear of the action officer may
bear little resemblance to the decision made by the Presi-
dent. Under these circumstances, it is inevitable that dis-
putes will arise within and among the departments as to the

42



THE FUNCTIONAL REQUISITES

intent of a particular policy decision. This was one of the
more obvious failures in the Iran-Contra Affair; no one, least
of all Oliver North, clearly understood the President's intent,
and no one, least of all John Poindexter, adjudicated the im-
plementation process.

In the same vein, disputes may also arise as to the
specific implementing strategy to be followed. Unless the
presidential decision document gives detailed guidance on
how to implement a particular policy, and most do not, con-
siderable room for debate and discord during the implemen-
tation phase can develop.

Under both these sets of circumstances, the NSC Staff
must exercise its policy adjudication function. If the staff has
done its job and has established itself as an extension of the
President, it can exercise considerable authority in adjudicat-
ing disputes within the bureaucracy. It can clarify the
President's intent; it can referee between competing
departmental views; it can resolve implementation issues
without having to go to the President or to the NSC itself.
Robert C. McFarlane confirms this perspective. "The NSA
(and, by extension, the NSC Staff) must be a policy ar-
bitrator, drawing heavily upon his personal knowledge of the
President's values."29

As a practical matter, the execution of the adjudication
function can be greatly facilitated if the staff chairs the im-
plementation monitoring committee. Ideally, such a commit-
tee will be mandated by the decision document itself; if it is
not, the NSC Staff may have to establish one. This commit-
tee or working group provides a useful forum for monitoring
implementation and for resolving the inevitable implementa-
tion issues. In PD/NSC-58 (Continuity of Government), for
example, the establishment of an oversight committee was
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required. This committee, chaired by the NSC Staff, was able
to resolve a great number of issues, resulting in an effective
implementation of the President's decision.

As with other aspects of the staff's effectiveness, the in-
dividual staff member must clarify in his own mind what role
he is playing in the adjudication process. He must separate
his personal views on the matter and act both as an honest
broker and as a reflection of the President. This can at times
become exceedingly difficult, for the staff member may not
agree with the decision the President has reached. Under
those circumstances, it is tempting to shade or alter the
President's intent and refashion the policy, however subtly,
into something more palatable to the staff member himself.
The temptation must be great, but such bureaucratic mis-
behavior can be the root of his undoing. Over time, it will be-
come apparent within the bureaucracy that this particular
staff member cannot be trusted, and he will quickly find him-
self exiled to the ash heap of bureaucratic irrelevance. More
significantly, such activity can also seriously damage the
credibility of the entire staff and can undermine its ability to
accomplish the functions essential to the smooth administra-
tion of national security policy.

Crisis Management. Thus far, we have focused on what
might be called the process functions-those functions that
support the policy process under noncrisis conditions. The
process functions are routinely executed under conditions in
which the staffs of the departments and agencies can be fully
involved in the decision making process. This implies a cer-
tain luxury of time during which reasoned decisions may be
reached and during which the full richness of the
bureaucratic structure may be brought to bear. The manage-
ment of crises within the government, on the other hand,
presents an entirely new realm of decision making, one
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which is not amenable to structured deliberation. In this func-
tional area of crisis management, the NSC Staff is most
needed. To be sure, there may be crises within government
which can be handled wholly within one department. NSC
Staff intervention in this type of crisis is both inappropriate
and counterproductive. The more general crisis that cuts
across departmental lines, however, demands the active
leadership of the staff. There is wide agreement on the locus
of decision making under these conditions. Most analysts
agree with Brzezinski that "crisis management must stay in
the White House. '30

The word "crisis" is surely one of the most abused in this
generation; it is normally synonymous with any event that
makes the evening news. This usage is obviously of no value
in the national security business. In fact, and far more useful-
ly, conventional wisdom defines a crisis as an event that
comes as a surprise to decision makers; is perceived as re-
quiring a rapid response; and, appears to threaten highly
valued objectives or assets.31

The first characteristic creates a sense of bureaucratic
drama, and the last guarantees the involvement of the Presi-
dent. Of these characteristics, it is the second-the percep-
tion of great urgency-that has the most significant impact
on the mechanisms for making decisions. This perception of
pressure is exacerbated by a sense of informational uncer-
tainty. There is no time to go through the normal channels for
insuring that information available to the President has been
sufficiently reviewed to guarantee its accuracy or relevance.
The President thus faces a decisional dilemma; he knows he
must decide, but he does not wholly trust the information
upon which he must base a decision.
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Under such conditions, the President's tendency is to turn
to a few trusted advisers to formulate a response. Under the
more disciplined, structured administrations, these in-
dividuals normally comprise the NSC. Indeed, it was to their
respective NSCs that Presidents Ford and Carter turned
during crises in their administrations. Under other regimes,
the President may use informal, "kitchen cabinet" groups,
such as Kennedy's ExCom that handled the Cuban Missile
Crisis. Regardless of their formal position within the govern-
ment, the individuals involved in the President's decisional
entourage will rarely themselves have options and recom-
mendations readily available. They, in turn, must rely upon
trusted staff officers within their respective organizations for
counsel. Thus, an extensive network of interlocking lines of
communication is established in a crisis environment, a net-
work which can only bear decisional fruit if it is integrated in a
timely and effective fashion.

The NSC Staff is uniquely able to perform this function.
No single department could hope to orchestrate the entire
bureaucracy in such a stressful atmosphere. Moreover, the
staff is experienced at managing the bureaucratic short-cir-
cuits which come to the fore in crises. Only the staff is able to
identify the primary advisers at the departments and agen-
cies and pull them together to hammer out viable, acceptable
alternatives to present to principals and to the President. In
crisis decision making, it is essential that as many issue
areas as possible are defined and resolved before options
are sent to the President for decision. Time cannot be
wasted in endless or pointless discussion in the NSC over is-
sues which should have been resolved at a lower level.

The role of the staff as an advisory body to the President
becomes crucially important in obtaining the quick agree-
ment on issues and options necessary to deal with the crisis.
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Alone among the departments and agencies, the staff is in a
position to speak with authority on those options which the
President will consider and those which should be dismissed
out of hand. In addition, the staff is uniquely positioned to
review virtually all the relevant information and intelligence
and to task the intelligence agencies for additional informa-
tion as required.

In a crisis, then, the staff brings together into a coherent
whole the separate, usually frenetic, efforts underway in the
departments and agencies. In addition, once a decision has
been reached, the staff is best positioned to oversee general
implementation and to provide feedback to the President in a
timely manner. Since crisis decision making is so often in-
cremental in nature, this feedback mechanism becomes criti-
cally important in steering future decisions. The President
must know, almost immediately, what the results of a par-
ticular action have been and how those results have affected
the crisis itself. Only then can future options be assessed
and subsequent decisions made.

A more subtle dimension to crises can impact on the fun-
damental development and execution of national security
policy as well. A crisis can serve as a mechanism to over-
come bureaucratic inertia, particularly when that inertia
stems from a systemic flaw that renders the staff unable to
execute its requisite functions. Crises tend to focus decision
making at the White House, and the NSC Staff, regardless of
the structural imperatives of the administration, becomes a
crucially important forum for policy formulation and execu-
tion. And, despite the perception that a crisis must be
resolved quickly, crises can actually drag on for a consider-
able period of time; whatever ad hoc working groups were
established to deal with the details of crisis management
may take on a life all their own. Taken together, these factors
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mean that a crisis can serve to shift bureaucratic power away
from the departments and agencies, and focus power within
the NSC Staff. More will be said about this later, but it is an
important dimension of crisis management which is some-
times overlooked.

The formal mechanisms established by each administra-
tion to manage crises have varied. Without exception, how-
ever, crisis decision making has gravitated to the White
House, and control over the management details has be-
come the purview of the NSC Staff. Based on the preceding
discussion, this is both efficient and necessary.

In general, the staff, according to Odeen, has a good
record in managing crisis.32 But another dimension exists in
which the government in general, and the NSC Staff in par-
ticular, do not get passing marks, and that is in crisis plan-
ning. Crisis planning in the staff is essentially contingency
planning at the highest level, integrating all the diverse ele-
ments of national power that could be brought to bear in
response to a crisis event. In practice, however, "too often,
we find that we have planned for the wrong crisis; we have
not properly anticipated the kind of problem that will arise."33

Thus, the staff is unprepared to respond rapidly.

Although Odeen's assessment is accurate, in some
cases the staff has properly executed the crisis planning re-
quirement. David Aaron cites the negotiations in the late
1970s that resulted in access agreements to bases in the In-
dian Ocean. These negotiations took place in the context of
the Persian Gulf security framework, developed by
Brzezinski and his military adviser, William E. Odom.
Brzezinski, Odom, and Secretary of Defense Harold Brown
correctly anticipated that a major challenge requiring a
military response would develop in the region and that a
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readily available basing infrastructure was essential. Aaron
says "in what is probably the most high-priority crisis area in
the world, crisis planning not only has taken place but has
actually become operational."34 But, sadly, Aaron goes on to
point out that "it is like pulling teeth toet people to focus on
it seriously."35

Yet, crisis planning is an integral element of successful
crisis management. Although the NSC Staff cannot be ex-
pected to anticipate the timing and nature of a specific crisis,
it can and should seek out areas in which threats to vital U.S.
objectives are likely to develop and begin to evaluate the
tools necessary for successful resolution of a crisis.

Policy Formulation. To this point, our task has been rela-
tively straightforward; with few exceptions, analysts and
practitioners of national security tend to agree with the
preceding list of functional requisites. However, the last two
functions, those of policy formulation and policy advocacy,
enjoy no such consensus. The primary basis for opposing
the execution of these functions by the NSC Staff is the zero-
sum perspective that, as John Allen Williams argues:

(the) increased reliance on the Assistant to the President
for National Security Affairs and the NSC Staff generally
(comes) at the expense of the influence of the Secretary
of State and the Department of State.36

Henry Kissinger, the archtype of the powerful APNSA,
confesses that:

I have become convinced that a President should make
the Secretary of State his principal adviser and use the
national security adviser primarily as a senior ad- A
ministrator and coordinator to make certain that each sig-
nificant point of view is heard. If the security adviser
becomes active in the development and articulation of
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policy', he must inevitably diminish the Secretary of State
and reduce his effectiveness.37

Implicit in this perspective is the assumption that policy
formulation is the proper purview of the State Department,
and any effort to dilute State's leadership in this area is in-
herently wrong. Because competition between State and the
NSC Staff is such an ubiquitous feature of the national
security system, some discussion of this view is necessary.
The issue really turns on two subordinate questions: what is
the nature of presidential decision making in the future and
how capable is State in formulating policy?

-Presidential Decision Making. The role of the staff in
the policy formulation function is, in theory, closely tied to the
style of the President in making national security decisions. If
the President is inclined to administer national security affairs
in what Brzezinski calls a "secretarial system," the
preponderance of policy formulation will devolve to the
departments, particularly the Department of State. If, on the
other hand, the President adopts the "presidential system,"
and acts "with intimate involvement" in national security mat-
ters, then the focus of national security administration will be
in the White House with the NSC Staff, in its capacity as the
President's national security staff and having a major role in
policy formulation. 38

Although this distinction is useful from an analytical or
historical perspective, in practice most presidents are driven
to the presidential system. Brzezinski argues that this will be-
come increasingly prevalent in the future because presidents
want to be identified as being in charge of national security
affairs; an increasing number of issues cut across
departmental lines; and the nuclear age leaves no margin for
error.39 Kissinger confirms this perspective by arguing that
"for reasons best left to psychologists, presidents tend to in-
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creasingly centralize decision making in the White House."40

To be sure, the curve towards centralization is not smooth,
and some presidents are more centralized than others. How-
ever, the trend appears to be that national security decision
making has been, and will continue to be, increasingly
centered in the White House.

If this is true, the requirement for the NSC Staff to ex-
ecute its role in policy formulation becomes more critical than
ever. Nowhere else in the government does the President
have a staff upon which he can rely for national security ad-
vice which is tailored to suit his philosophy and which
responds directly to the electoral mandate all presidents
believe they have. Moreover, the large departments of State
and Defense cannot provide advice and recommendations
that consider all the elements of power available to the Presi-
dent. Except at the very highest levels, the departments are
staffed by professionals who generally survive changes in
administrations, even those which involve dramatic variations
in presidential ideologies, such as occurred when Ronald
Reagan succeeded Jimmy Carter. This is necessary to pro-
vide continuity in government and to buffer the country from
wild swings in policy, but it also tends to insulate the
bureaucracy from the philosophy and desires of the Presi-
dent. Only the NSC Staff can fully meet the demands of a
presidential system in the formulation of national security
policy. If such a system is the wave of the future, then the
staff will continue to grow in importance.

-Capabilities of State. Every President since Kennedy
has come into office pledging to restore the primacy of the
State Department in foreign and national security policy, and
every President has been disappointed in what State
provides him.41 Kennedy adviser Theodore Sorensen says
that State was "unwilling or unable to assume its new
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responsibilities." He characterizes the department as
plagued by intellectual inertia, a lack of loyalty, and sluggish
response to the demands of international pressures.42 Ken-
nedy had "little use for State and invited Bundy to create a
mini-State Department in the White House."43 Lyndon
Johnson handled the State Department with the same dis-
dain; under Johnson, "State had lost ground in the competi-
tion for foreign policy leadership, avoided managerial reform,
and continued the lack of planning and direction from the
top.""

Richard Nixon's contempt for the State Department is
widely known. Kissinger reports that Nixon "had very little
confidence in the State Department. Its personnel had no
loyalty to him; the Foreign Service had disdained him as Vice
President and ignored him once he was out of office."45

While he was Vice President, Nixon formed his opinion of
Foreign Service officers, telling Eisenhower that "an
astonishing number of them have no obvious dedication to
America and to its services-in fact, in some instances, they
are far more vocal in their criticism of our country than were
many of the foreigners."46 During Gerald Ford's presidency,
Kissinger remained the dominant force in national security,
even after he became the Secretary of State. This did not
mean, as it turns out, that State regained all the ground it
had lost in the policy wars; Brent Scowcroft, who became
Ford's National Security Adviser after Kissinger, points out
that "Kissinger never really moved over to the State Depart-
ment. He was never in a true sense of the word a Secretary
of State."47

Jimmy Carter, following the promises of many presidents,
came into office resolved to subordinate his National Security
Adviser to the Secretary of State, making his NSA primarily
act as an administrator, rather than a formulator of policy.'5
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But, again like many of his predecessors, Carter was disap-
pointed. "I rarely received innovative ideas from (the State
Department) staff about how to modify existing policy in
order to meet changing conditions."49

Although apologists for the State Department may argue
that the drift of presidential confidence away from State is
due to ignorance, venality, or shortsightedness, the consis-
tency with which presidents of all political stripes have made
this move indicates fundamental weaknesses within the
Department itself. The most important weakness is the State
Department's inability to formulate meaningful long-range
policy. This rather important deficiency stems both from the
structural makeup of the Department and from historical
proclivities of the Foreign Service.

Bureaucratic power within the State Department is nor-
mally vested in the regional bureaus which, despite their
staffing by seasoned professionals, are virtually unable to
come to grips with the development of long-range policy.
This, in turn, is due to the "management by cable" syndrome,
a malady caused by the development of a reasonably
sophisticated encrypted telegram network that allows every
desk officer within a particular region to look over the
shoulder of the U.S. ambassador at any post in the world.
The tendency then becomes for the embassy staff to refer
every problem, no matter how minor, to the Department for
resolution. Overworked desk officers and their immediate su-
periors have to spend so much time dealing with near-term
issues that the development of longer range policy is pushed
aside.50 Compounding this problem is the classic tendency to
deal only with the immediate issue with little consideration of
the longer term implications of a particular solution. Desk of-
ficers, urged on by anxious embassy staffers, simply want to
get an immediate problem solved without alienating anyone.
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The result is a series of decisions that add up to policy for-
mulation with little coherence and no comprehensive
relationship to any grander scheme. To its credit, the State
Department has recognized this problem and, since 1949,
has maintained a Policy Planning Staff that is supposed to
deal with longer range policy issues. However, Policy Plan-
ning has rarely demonstrated any real policy impact or
bureaucratic clout within the Department.51 It is not clear that
the State Department has changed dramatically from the
"antiquated, feeble organization enslaved by precedents and
routine inherited from another century," as it was described
by John Hay's biographer.5 2

This is not to say that the State Department should have
no role in the formulation of policy. But it does argue, from
both an historical and an organizational perspective, that
sole reliance on the State Department for this vital function
will result in disappointment in the best case and policy
chaos in the worst.

To be sure, the NSC Staff also has significant weak-
nesses in the formulation of policy, primarily due to its small
size and lack of trans-administration continuity. By itself, the
staff cannot hope to formulate all national security policy; the
task is far too great. But, at the same time, the staff has a
number of important strengths that, if properly employed, can
make it an important contributor, along with State, Defense,
CIA, and others, to the policy formulation process.

The chief advantage the staff brings to the process is its
bureaucratic independence and its presidential perspective.
Since Kennedy, the staff has operated in direct support of
the President, bringing an overarching White House view into
the policy process. Departmental staffs owe their first loyalty
to their departments; the NSC Staff's basic allegiance is to
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the President. By the same token, if the President is to make
sound judgments on national security policy issues, he must
have a trusted body of advisers attuned to his specific
desires and general philosophy. The departments simply
cannot fulfill this role. It is difficult to imagine, for examine,
how the State Department, with its built-in conservatism,
could have formulated the Persian Gulf security framework
or could have forged the interagency cooperation necessary
for its success. Only the NSC Staff, sensitive to the evolving
maturity of Jimmy Carter in national security matters and to
his mounting frustration with the region, could have pulled all
the disparate elements of the government together and
made the policy framework functional. As this example
demonstrates, the NSC Staff must respond to the President's
needs by formulating viable policy options on specific issues
and by developing long-range policy recommendations inde-
pendent of those provided by the agencies and departments.

A final, practical aspect of the policy formulation function
of the staff is the "short circuit" role it can play. Whereas it is
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true that large bureaucracies are an essential element of
modern government, they tend to stifle creativity. Bright new
ideas that exist in the lower strata of various departments
may not surface at the policy level for active consideration if
they are required to float up through the bureaucratic layers.
The system is designed for cooperation and consensus but
not great originality. In order to combat this, departments
often establish "skunk works," groups of bright thinkers with
direct access to decision makers. But often these are not
enough to foster creativity at the highest levels. The NSC
Staff helps bridge the gap by providing direct access to the
White House for lower level staff officers throughout the
government. This access is provided through the oldest of all
organizational techniques--personal contact. Although the
members of the staff come from diverse backgrounds, one
common feature is that they are all well-connected
throughout the government and generally at a variety of
levels. This breadth of contacts provides rapid and ready
avenues for departmental officers to surface ideas directly to
the NSC. The system works quite simply; a departmental of-
ficer, or even an individual outside the government, with an
idea which he has been unable to surface through normal
channels, calls or visits an NSC Staff acquaintance who may
then adopt the idea and surface it at the policy level. Borrow-
ing from the Jordan-Taylor Model (Figure 5), the staff
provides a conduit through which ideas from the periphery
are able to penetrate -the insulating layers of the govern-
ment.5

This is an inelegant and somewhat awkward system that
can sometimes cause problems, since the senior leadership
of the departments may have ignored the idea for good
reason. This short circuit technique may be used to surface
impractical or silly ideas that were properly squelched within
department channels. Because of this, as well as for less

56



THE FUNCTIONAL REQUISITES

noble reasons such as institutional jealousies, the
Secretaries of Defense and State have sometimes prohibited
contact between their subordinates and the NSC Staff, but
these directives have been almost universally ignored.
Whatever problems this aspect of the policy formulation func-
tion may cause, it provides an otherwise unavailable avenue
for original thought.

Policy Advocacy. Once policy positions are developed
within the government, the NSC Staff must also assume an
advocacy role, arguing issues before interagency groups, the
NSC and the President himself, if necessary. It is important
that this role be fully understood, so that the staff's advocacy
of specific positions is not viewed as somehow infringing
upon the prerogatives of the departments or violating a
sacrosanct charter. If the President is to be well served, the
NSC Staff must execute its advocacy function to the fullest
extent possible, without subterfuge or apologies. In doing so,
the staff must come face to lace with its dual nature; as a
servant of the NSC, the staff is bound to present coordinated
departmental views accurately and fairly. But, as an advisory
body to the President in its own right, the staff must argue its
own views and positions. The trick is to insure that the two
responsibilitk "are kept separate and clear-a difficult but by
no means impuasible task.

Not surprisingly, positions taken by the NSC Staff may be
in complete concert with those recommended by one or
more of the departments. Under these conditions, the staff
becomes a powerful ally, able to argue issues not only on
their merit but also based on the staff's understanding of the
President's desires and needs. Recognizing of the value of
an alliance with the staff on a particular issue helps in the
development of positions within the departments themselves.
By using the staff as a sounding board for positions early in
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their development, it is often possible for the departments to
develop more realistic and acceptable positions, thereby
reducing the time spent in presenting politically frivolous
recommendations to the NSC and the President. At the
same time, this process helps educate the staff on the details
of an issue, a never-ending challenge, given the staff's
necessarily small size.

The NSC Staff executes its advocacy function as part of
its role as the President's personal staff on national security
in three principal ways. First, it operates in the committees
within the substrata of the NSC where most decisions are ac-
tually hammered out. By presenting arguments and positions
in the committees and working groups subordinate to the
NSC, the staff advocates specific recommendations in a rela-
tively loose and often creative environment, the venue in
which the staff can make great contributions to long-range
planning.

Second, the staff can present positions in the summary
memoranda that cover nearly every paper submitted to the
President on national security matters. In this area, however,
greatest care must be taken to segregate and identify the
staff's position from the summary of the department's paper.

Third, the staff makes recommendations through the
APNSA in his role as National Security Adviser. He then
presents these positions to the President, either in the forum
of the NSC or directly in daily meetings.

Perhaps no other function arouses the anti-staff faction
within the government more quickly than policy advocacy.
Critics of the NSC are often under the illusion that the bright,
articulate people who make up the staff can somehow be
muzzled and will not present their views on issues simply be-
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cause someone told them that this responsibility is reserved
for the departments. Scowcroft says: "the President will seek
people of substance," and people of that nature will present
their views on issues of importance.5 In order to organize ef-
ficiently, the system should try to harness this pool of original
thinkers, understand the critical role they must play, and ex-
ploit the tremendous advantages the staff can offer to the
policy process.

SUMMARY

In this chapter, we have explored the seven functional
*requisites of the NSC Staff and have identified the unique

contributions the staff can make to the national security
process. From this brief look, it is evident that most of the ob-
jections to the functions of the staff arise when it is acting in
its capacity as an advisory body to the President. For a
variety of reasons, many analysts and practitioners of nation-
al security are uncomfortable without the faceless layers of
the bureaucracy having the sole responsibility for the
development and advocacy of policy. They find comfort in
the myth that great masses of well-meaning government of-
ficers, embedded in the intellectual gridlock of the depart-
ments, can produce all the direction and planning for national
security needed for the future. In fact, it has not happened
that way in the past, and there is no reason to expect it to be
different in the future.

Instead, the national security structure should be
designed to exploit the unique capabilities of the NSC Staff
and to facilitate the execution of its requisite functions. The
structure that supports these functions will be best able to
produce meaningful policy and to manage the complex af- I
fairs of national security in the future.
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CHAPTER 4

THE NSC STRUCTURE

Having discussed the requisite functions of the NSC
Staff, we now turn to the most important of the variables that
impact on the efficient execution of these functions, the for-
mal NSC system itself. More than any other single feature,
the system's structure will dictate the ease or difficulty the
staff will experience in executing its requisite functions. More
importantly, the compatibility of the structure with its func-
tions will determine the success or failure of the entire na-
tional security system. No administration has ever
established a system based on an acknowledgment of the
functional requisites of the staff; rather, all systems have
been established in response to competing personality
demands and to perceived systemic inadequacies of the pre-
vious administration. This has created significant discon-
tinuities between the NSC Staff's functions and its supporting
structure-a phenomenon we might call the structural-func-
tional mismatch.

The impact of structural weaknesses and the evolution of
NSC systems to overcome these deficiencies and respond to
functional demands can be seen particularly well in two
back-to-back administrations-those of Jimmy Carter and
Ronald Reagan. In this chapter, we will examine the formal
structures of both administrations and then measure them
against their ability to execute the requisite functions.
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PD-2 AND THE CARTER NSC

The formal structure of the National Security Council Sys-
tem under the Carter administration was laid out in Presiden-
tial Directive/NSC-2, dated January 20, 1977. PD-2, of
course, was not produced in isolation; it was the product of
the incoming administration's perception of the weaknesses
of the Nixon-Ford NSC. During his successful campaign for
the presidency, Jimmy Carter blasted the Kissinger model of
national security decision making, and the Secretary of State
himself as a "Lone Ranger."' The Republican national
security strategy, Carter said, was "almost all style and spec-
tacle, and not substance."2 He vowed that he would operate
a "spokes of the wheel" system under which many voices
would be heard in the national security decision process. In

addition, he was committed to decentralized, cabinet govern-
ment in which his Secretary of State would be the leading
player.3

But, as Brzezinski acknowledged, Carter and his system
would ultimately gravitate toward centralized control, with
Brzezinski playing an even more visible and prominent role
than his predecessor. Indeed, during the last 18 months of
the Carter administration, the Brzezinski NSC was almost
identical in style and substance to the Kissinger model.4

Unlike Kissinger, however, Brzezinski faced a Secretary
of State unwilling to assume a second class status. But-
tressed by a State Department suspicious of White House
decision making, Cyrus Vance continuously warred with
Brzezinski from the outset, with the advantage going to
Vance early in the administration. It was not until the fall of
the Shah in 1978, and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and
the Iranian seizure of the American hostages in 1979, that
Brzezinski was able to assume the dominant position in the
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national security structure, a position he did not surrender
until the administration ended.

With Brzezinski's ascension, the NSC Staff grew in im-
portance as well. Although, with an average of 30 profes-
sionals, it was considerably slimmer than the Kissinger staff,
Brzezinski's organization became the focal point for the en-
tire NSC structure. At the end of the Carter administration,
the NSC Staff had resolved much of the structural-functional
mismatch imbedded in PD-2, largely because the document
itself provided the basic structure and the flexibility to allow
the necessary growth. PD-2 begins by saying that "the reor-
ganization is intended to place more responsibility in the
departments and agencies, while insuring that the
NSC... continues to integrate and facilitate foreign and
defense policy decisions."5 This contrasts sharply to the ex-
pressed basis for the Nixon-Kissinger system which pledged
to "restore the National Security Council to its preeminent
role in national security planning."6 It was thus clear that the
NSC, the source of bureaucratic strength for the "lone
ranger," was intended to have a much different role under
the Carter administration. Moreover, President Carter sought
structural simplicity to replace what he saw as a labyrinth of
committees within the national security system under the
previous administration. "I want a simple, neater structure,"
he told Brzezinski.7

The result of these two perceptions was the creation of
two organizations subordinate to the NSC to handle the full
range of national security issues. The first of these was the
Policy Review Committee (PRC) which consisted of the J
Secretaries of Defense and State, the Director of Central In-
telligence, the Assistant to the President for National Security
Affairs (APNSA), and the Chairman of the JCS, as well as
other cabinet members as required.8 The task of the PRC
was:
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To develop national security policy for Presidential
decision in those cases where the basic responsibilities
fall primarily within a given department but where the
subject also has important implications for other depart-
ments and agencies.9

Because of its charter, the PRC was to be chaired by the
cabinet official appropriate to the subject to be discussed. In
practice, the Secretary of State occupied the chair of the
PRC in most cases, and the PRC became the State
Department's primary mechanism for recommending national
security policy to the President. 10

The second committee was the Special Coordination
Committee (SCC), created to "...deal with specific cross-cut-
ting issues requiring coordination in the development of op-
tions and the implementation of Presidential decisions."1

The membership of the SCC was the same as that in the
PRC, with the vitally important difference that the APNSA sat
in the SCC chair. This was particularly significant in that it
represented the first formal cabinet-level NSC committee to
be chaired by the Assistant to the President; even Kissinger
in his prime did not enjoy such formal clout.12

Under PD-2, the PRC and the SCC were chartered to
deal with different sorts of issues. The PRC was to deal with
the range of foreign and defense policy issues, as well as in-
ternational economic matters and the preparation of the Intel-
ligence Community budget. The SCC, on the other hand,
was to focus on a narrower spectrum of issues: arms control,
covert actions, and crisis management. The basic dis-
criminator as to which forum was to be used was the ques-
tion of bureaucratic primacy; if responsibility for an issue lay
primarily within one department, the PRC was to assume
jurisdiction, with the appropriate secretary in the chair. If, on
the other hand, departmental responsibility was not clear, the
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SCC would take the lead on the issue. The history of the
Carter administration, however, reveals that this division of
labor became blurred, particularly as the system matured,
and, in that blurring process, the national security system be-
came far more responsive to the immediate needs and
desires of the President.

One important implication of PD-2 was that it formalized
the cabinet status of the Assistant to the President. The PD
makes it clear that, in the area of national security policy, the
APNSA was not only on an equal footing with the members
of the cabinet but, in the case of the SCC, was indeed first
among equals. Moreover, at his first cabinet meeting, Presi-
dent Carter formally accorded Brzezinski cabinet status, a
move unprecedented in the history of that position. 13 As will
be seen later, this issue was to be of considerable sig-
nificance in the Reagan administration. One of the obvious
implications of the PD-2 system was that it created competi-
tive committees. The PRC was clearly the forum of the
cabinet members, particularly the Secretary of State, while
the SCC belonged to the APNSA and the NSC Staff he
headed. One of the measures of bureaucratic power during
the Carter administration became the relative frequency with
which the two committees met and the issues with which
each dealt. In an environment of departmental dominance of
the national security structure, we would expect to see more
frequent PRC meetings covering a wide range of agenda
items. Because the PRC was the functional mechanism by
which the departments gained access to the President, an in-
crease in meetings, coupled with an expanded agenda,
would indicate a more aggressive leadership role for the
departments with respect to the NSC Staff. If, on the other
hand, the staff was dominant, the SCC would meet more fre-
quently with a concomitant expansion in subject areas. Par-
ticularly significant in this regard would be any expansion of
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SCC authority into areas nominally or by precedent belong-
ing to the PRC.

This, of course, is precisely what happened. Destler,
Gelb, and Lake report a significant drop in PRC meetings
beginning in 1979.14 Brzezinski confirms this assertion:

During the early phases of the Carter Administration, the
PRC met more frequently, usually under Vance's chair-
manship. In time, however, the SCC became more ac-
tive. I used the SCC to try to shape our policy toward the
Persian Gulf, on European security issues, on strategic
matters, as well as in determining our response to Soviet
aggression.

15

Thus, the SCC not only expanded the frequency of its
meetings but also began to take on issues that would appear
to have been more appropriately handled in the PRC.

In light of this history, it is ironic to note that the PRC had
several important advantages in the struggle for bureaucratic
dominance. First, it had authority to cover a wide range of is-
sues. Virtually all long-range policy matters, in the critical
areas of foreign policy, defense, and intelligence, fell
nominally within the purview of the PRC. Moreover, the lan-
guage of the PD was sufficiently broad to allow consideration
of practically any issue dealing with national security affairs
in the administration. Perhaps more subtly, all of the principal
members of the National Security Council, except the
APNSA, had vested interests in supporting the power of the
PRC. Since the PRC could be chaired by the Secretary of
State, the Secretary of Defense, or the Director of Central In-
telligence, all would be apparently inclined to consider the
PRC as his formal wedge into the Oval Office. The Secretary
of Defense could hardly afford to support considering an
issue in the SCC rather than the PRC without risking the
authority of the PRC itself. The structure thus created a
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natural bureaucratic alliance among the cabinet secretaries
and the Director of Central Intelligence against the APNSA
and the NSC Staff.

However, the PRC also had two significant drawbacks
which, although not articulated in PD-2, provided important
avenues through which the APNSA could expand the role
and authority of the SCC. First, the PRC, like the SCC, met
in the White House Situation Room and was supported by
the NSC administrative staff. This created the strong impres-
sion, even among cabinet members themselves, that the
White House was in fact in charge of the PRC, regardless of
who sat in the chair. In addition, the PRC was subject to the
vagaries of scheduling the Situation Room, a factor which
could be used to delay PRC consideration of an issue. More
importantly, the formal documentation of the PRC rested with
the APNSA and the NSC Staff. This included the critically im-
portant "Summary of Conclusions" of the meetings, the
mechanism by which issues were presented to the President
for his decision. Brzezinski summarizes this point by saying,

The report to the President, including the minutes of the
meeting, or the option papers for the full NSC meeting,
would be prepared by the NSC Staff and submitted by
me to the President directly. Though the PRC would be
chaired by a Secretary, the rqport on the meeting would
go from me to the President.'

This was obviously an enormously powerful lever enjoyed
by the APNSA in the management of the PRC system.
Regardless of which individual sat in the chair, the APNSA
had the last word in submitting an issue to the individual who
would ultimately make the decision. This reporting procedure
caused much consternation among cabinet secretaries;
Secretary of State Cyrus Vance was particularly incensed at
the system, pointing out that "this meant that the National
Security Adviser had the power to interpret the thrust of the
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discussion," unchallenged even by the committee chair-
man.' 7 This system, however, remained unchanged
throughout the administration.

Subordinate to the PRC and the SCC were the so-called
mini-PRC and mini-SCC. As the name implies, these were
committees that mirrored their senior counterparts, except
that their memberships were at lower levels. The mini-SCC,
for example, was chaired by Brzezinski's deputy, David
Aaron. These committees were charged with looking after is-
sues of lesser magnitude that could be resolved without sur-
facing to the full PRC or SCC or to the NSC itself. Two
matters debated by the mini-SCC demonstrate the type of is-
sues it considered. In 1979, increasing Soviet naval activity
in the Indian Ocean, coupled with the collapse of the Shah of
Iran and the resulting turmoil in the region, created consider-
able concern in the Defense and State Departments as to
the security of oil flow to the West through the Strait of Hor-
muz. The mini-PRC, with Assistant Secretary of Defense
David McGiffert in the chair, met to consider the magnitude
of the threat and measures that the United States could take
to guarantee security of the strait. This would ultimately lead
to full PRC, SCC, and presidential consideration. The follow-
ing year, the mini-SOC met to consider whether the United
States should challenge the increasingly belligerent Qaddafhi
in his claim to the Gulf of Sidra, an issue which would receive
considerably higher level attention in the Reagan administra-
tion. 18 The mini-committees served, in David Aaron's view,
as an "extremely useful tool both for preparation and follow
up."

The mini-PRC and SCC relieved much of the burden from
the full committees and facilitated the decision process at ap-
propriate levels within the bureaucracy. As with the full com-
mittees, the "minis" met in the White House Situation Room,
with agenda and minutes controlled by the NSC Staff.
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In addition to chartering the PRC and the SCC, PD-2 also
rather vaguely called for the continuation of the NSC Inter-
departmental Groups (IGs) created by NSDM-2 under the
Nixon administration. They were to be subordinate to, and
were to have memberships determined by, the PRC. In
reality, the IGs were not formally constituted or used to any
large extent.

The formal PD-2 structure of the national security system,
coupled with the informal mechanism developed for manag-
ing the system, created powerful tools by which either the
cabinet secretaries or the APNSA could gain dominance
within the national security decision apparatus.

In addition to the PRC/SCC system established by PD-2,
two other formal national security management tools existed
within the Carter administration. These were Presidential
Review Memoranda (PRMs) and Presidential Directives
(PDs). PRMs, which replaced the National Security Study
Memoranda (NSSMs) of the Nixon-Ford years, were the
basic documents that generated formal policy studies. The
most famous of these was PRM-10, a "broadly gauged
review of the U.S.-Soviet strategic balance."19 Even before
his inauguration, President-elect Carter commissioned some
15 PRMs on a host of important national security issues.2o

PRMs were designed to lead to Presidential Directives
(PDs) which replaced the National Security Decision
Memoranda (NSDMs) of the Nixon administration. PDs were
the primary mechanism by which the Carter administration
promulgated its most basic tenets of national security policy
and were considered to be of such significance that only 63
of them were issued during Carter's entire 4 years. In
general, the subject matter covered in these 63 PDs was, in
fact, of considerable importance. But the import with which
PRMs and PDs were regarded eventually worked to the dis-
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advantage of the Carter administration; the bureaucracy
began to regard these documents with such awe that the
system was reluctant to undertake PRMs or to propose PDs
because of the bureaucratic and conceptual struggle which
would ensue before either document was completed. PRMs
particularly fell victim to their perceived significance. They
became cumbersome, unwieldy documents on which con-
sensus was virtually impossible to achieve. Busy policy
makers sought alternative means to achieve the same goals,
and the preponderance of the last 20 PDs was issued
without the benefit of a supporting PRM. The decline in
popularity of the PRM was manifest in the decline in the
number commissioned; the 15 chartered even before the
Carter administration took office constituted fully one-third of
the 45 PRMs tasked during the entire administration.21

PRMs and PDs were the products of the NSC Staff. Al-
though the actual work in drafting the studies to support a
PRM might be done on an interagency basis, the terms of
reference by which the study parameters were fixed were
drafted by the NSC Staff. More importantly, the PDs themsel-
ves were staff products and were sometimes presented to
the President with only a cursory nod to the interagency
process. This became even more routine after the demise of
the PRM process which at least had the requirement for in-
teragency review and attempts at coordination.

The formal NSC structure, as presented in PD-2, was a
simply constructed system, reflecting the President's per-
sonal desires and perspectives. More importantly, it had suf-
ficient flexibility to grow and evolve, as the functional
requisites of the NSC Staff became more apparent and as
the environmental variables changed.
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NSDD-2 AND THE REAGAN NSC

In what has become almost an American political tradi-
tion, Ronald Reagan heaped great abuse upon his
predecessor's national security structure:

The present administration has been unable to speak
with one voice in foreign policy. My administration will re-
store leadership to U.S. foreign policy by organizing it in
a more coherent way. An early priority will be to make
structural changes in the foreign policy making
machinery so that the Secretary of State will be the
President's principal spokesman and adviser. The Na-
tional Security Council will once again be the coordinator
of the policy process. Its mission will be to assure that
the President receives an orderly, balanced flow of infor-
mation and analysis. The National Security Adviser will
work closely in teamwork with the Secretary of State and
the other members of the Council.2

Even more so than PD-2, NSDD-2 was the product of the
incoming administration's perceptions of the weaknesses of
its predecessor, as noted in the preceding statement. Recog-
nizing that President Carter had come into office with
pledges not to create any "lone rangers," President-elect
Reagan's advisers saw Brzezinski as precisely that.
Moreover, with the new President's belief in cabinet govern- A

ment, the decentralization of decision making demanded a
less activist role for the APNSA and the NSC Staff he
headed. Ronald Reagan had repeatedly criticized the White
House-centric NSC system and, true to his word, set about
changing the system dramatically during his first year in of-
fice. The selection of Alexander Haig as Secretary of State
reinforced Reagan's desire to move back to cabinet govern-
ment. Haig, a consummate bureaucrat from the Nixonian
school of power brokerage, knew full well the potential for
White House management of national security affairs and
had no intention of allowing this to happen to his State
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Department. Moreover, his impressive credentials in the
NSC, then as Nixon's Chief of Staff, and finally as the
Supreme Allied Commander, Europe, gave him the percep-
tion that he was well-qualified to act as the President's vicar
for national security policy.

Unlike the Nixon and Carter administrations, the Reagan
team did not have an agreed-upon national security structure
in hand on Inauguration Day. The new administration knew
that it did not want to repeat the perceived follies of NSDM-2
and PD-2, but it did not know what it wanted to do for itself.
Haig moved quickly into this structural vacuum, presenting
the White House with a draft NSDD-2 that essentially vested
all authority in the Secretary of State.23

A hurried review of the draft in the White House, led by
Generals William Odom and Robert Schweitzer, alerted
Reagan confidant Edwin Meese to the implications of the
Haig gambit, and as Haig laments, it was consigned to the
black hole of Ed Meese's briefcase, never to see the light of
day again.24 The subsequent and much-publicized squabble
over control of the crisis management structure reinforced
the directionless split between Haig and the White House
and created a structural atmosphere in which the only agree-
ment achieved was to function in an ad hoc fashion. It is no
accident that NSDD-2 was not signed until January 13, 1982,
a full year into President Reagan's first term. By that time,
nearly 20 NSDDs were in print on a variety of topics but none
on the most basic of all subjects, how to conduct the busi-
ness of national security.

Although the articulation of the national security system
took a full year, the structure it codified was practiced from
the inception of the administration. Although the principals
could not agree on how to present the structure, they all
agreed on what they saw as the need to change the role of
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the APNSA and greatly reduce the power of the NSC Staff.
NSDD-2 did a very thorough job of both, to the detriment of
national security decision making.

NSDD-2 contrasted sharply with PD-2 in both style and
substance. The latter was a concise, three page document
that outlined the important features of the national security
system but allowed, by its general language, considerable
flexibility that proved invaluable in restructuring the system to
respond to changing international realities. NSDD-2, on the
other hand, was a lengthy, seven page document, so full of
legalisms and structural rigidity that it needed to be either ex-
tensively modified or ignored when the realities of the struc-
tural-functional mismatch became evident.

The substantive differences between the two documents
were even more significant. The emasculation of the NSC
Staff under NSDD-2 began with the reduction of the
APNSA's role. PD-2 was clear in assigning the APNSA cer-
tain roles and missions. It specifically included the APNSA as
an ad hoc member of the NSC, and it assigned him as chair-
man of one of the two cabinet-level committees subordinate
to the NSC. NSDD-2, by contrast, did neither. Not only was
the APNSA not given a committee to chair, he was not
directed to sit with the NSC itself. PD-2 outlined the role of
the APNSA as a coequal member of the national security
decisional system; NSDD-2 envisioned the role of the
APNSA to be restricted to that of an administrative assistant,
ensuring, for example, "...that the necessary papers are
prepared and--except in unusual circumstances-distributed
in advance to Council members. He shall staff and ad-
minister the National Security Council."25

The responsibilities for managing national security affairs
devolved almost entirely to the Secretaries of State and
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Defense, and to the Director of Central Intelligence. These
responsibilities were:

The Secretary of State is my principal foreign policy ad-
visor. As such, he is responsible for the formulation of
foreign policy and for the execution of approved policy.

The Secretary of Defense is my principal defense policy
advisor. As such, he is responsible for the formulation of
general defense policy, policy related to all matters of
direct and primary concern to the Department of
Defense, and for the execution of approved policy.

The Director of Central Intelligence is my principal ad-
visor on intelligence matters. As such, he is responsible
for the formulation of intelligence activities, policy, and
proposals, as set forth in relevant Executive Orders.

This array of specified responsibilities left little substan-
tive room for the APNSA and for the entire NSC Staff.
NSDD-2 succeeded in eliminating any policy role for the
APNSA and in undermining his functional requisites in all
areas, save administration of the system, by denying him a
leadership role in the subcommittee system. Moreover,
within the interagency system, he was accorded only sub-
cabinet rank and was assigned membership in Interagency
Groups (IGs) chaired, in some cases, by fourth echelon
members of the Departments of State and Defense.

Within a bureaucracy highly sensitive to the nuances of
rank, this degradation of the role of the APNSA translated it-
self into an institutional contempt for the person of Richard V.
Allen and for the NSC Staff he headed. Haig, certainly no ally
of Allen's, says that "Allen was in an impossible position from
the start," and this devolved to the NSC Staff as well.26

Like the Carter administration, the Reagan NSC had a
system of interagency reviews of policy called National

78



THE NSC STRUCTURE

Security Study Directives (NSSDs) and decision documents
called National Security Decision Directives (NSDDs). These
differed little in form from the Carter PRMs and PDs but were
vastly different in their actual use. Recognizing the problems
in the Brzezinski system in actually issuing PDs, the Reagan
NSC was far more liberal in the use of NSDDs-more than
300 were signed during the Reagan years. But, the use of
NSSDs was significantly less, particularly in the early years
of the Reagan administration, reflecting a certain inability to
generate long-range policy studies.

The structural changes Li the two NSCs were not limited
to those embodied in NSDD-2. Within the White House
hierarchy itself, the APNSA was reduced from being one of
the assistants who had direct access to the President at any
time to a second echelon functionary, subordinate to Edwin
Meese, a man totally unschooled in national security matters.
This lack of direct access to the President was perhaps the
biggest factor that ultimately brought Allen down; he was
completely unable to execute his role as National Security
Adviser, nor was anyone else able to fill this functional void.
Thus, as the result of deliberate actions taken by the new ad-
ministration, the NSC Staff quickly became irrelevant to the
national security process, and the functional requisites, for
the most part, were left undone.

When it became clear that, in Brzezinski's words, "Ronald
Reagan had pushed the degradation of the NSC too far,"
several readjustments occurred.27 First, Richard Allen was
dismissed as APNSA, ostensibly for the damage done to his
reputation by unfounded allegations of impropriety. 28 Donald
Regan, the President's Chief of Staff, says that "whispering
campaigns broke into the press and destroyed (Allen's) dig-
nity and, with it, his effectiveness."29 This was only the ex-
cuse for Allen's dismissal. In fact, he was the victim of the
system's inability to manage national security. Allen played

79- 7-



THE NSC STRUCTURE

the role of APNSA exactly as it was designed; Haig says that
Allen was "enthusiastic about the definition of roles."30 Unfor-
tunately for Allen, the definition was wholly unsatisfactory. He
had no intention of formulating policy when that was exactly
what was needed. Allen's dismissal was far more an indict-
ment of the system than it was a reflection of the individual.
He was replaced by William P. Clark, who had been Haig's
deputy at State and was a trusted personal friend of the
President, but again no expert on national security. Clark in-
sisted, as one of his first acts, that he be accorded direct ac-
cess to the President, restoring the custom enjoyed by every
National Security Adviser since Bundy, with the sole excep-
tion of Richard Allen.

The second change occurred when Ed Meese was
removed from the NSC Staff's chain of con ,rand, and Clark
assumed a position equal to that of the other senior White
House advisers. It was apparent that Meese's practice of the
briefcase veto and his lack of background in national security
issues were creating genuine obstacles in the management
of national security within the administration.

Although these changes helped stop the erosion of the
NSC Staff's ability to execute its requisite functions, they did
nothing to redesign the system to reduce the structural-func-
tional mismatch. Much more needed to be done and, slowly,
with almost painful recognition, the system began to adjust it-
self to the functional needs that NSDD-2 had so effectively
undermined. Three years into the Reagan administration, the
National Security Planning Group (NSPG) was established in
an effort to trim the size of the formal NSC and allow for
more creative planning. Then, in 1987, Frank Carlucci
created the Senior Review Group (SRG) with the APNSA in
the chair and with the statutory NSC, minus the President
and Vice President, as members. Subordinate to the SRG
was the Policy Review Group (PRG), chaired by the Deputy
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APNSA. In both membership and function, these committees
closely resembled the SCC and the mini-SCC of the Carter
administration and were a step toward a more effective na-
tional security structure.

Even with these changes, however, the system remained
fundamentally flawed in that it lacked a strong National
Security Adviser. Each of Reagan's six APNSAs took
seriously his responsibility to coordinate, but none had the in-
tellectual clout or the institutional position to lead the process
in the formulation of meaningful policy. This left the NSC
Staff, throughout the administration, in a damage limiting
role.31

As a result, the system was unable to recover and was in-
tellectually bankrupt in the planning arena. William E. Odom
commented that "it is difficult to point to a single example of
meaningful long-range planning that emerged from the
Reagan national security system."32 Brzezinski observed that
"policy was fragmented to an unprecedented degree."33 Less
charitably, there was "virtual chaos in national security, with
no systemic procedure for policy formulation." 34

In the context of this acute structural-functional mismatch
the Iran-Contra Affair occurred, characterized as the "lowest
point in the history of the NSC Staff."35 Indeed, Henry Kis-
singer argues that the loss of NSC Staff clout within the
bureaucracy led directly to the affair because the system's
structural weakness "tempted the NSC Staff into conducting
special Presidential missions no one else was eager to un-
dertake" in an effort to recapture lost ground.36 Moreover, be-
cause the staff in general, and Oliver North in particular, had
little ability to orchestrate the bureaucracy, the tendency was
to try to ignore the bureaucracy altogether and to undertake
missions outside the system.
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Although all administrations have had their share of na-
tional security problems, none except the Reagan ad-
ministration has institutionalized a system that seemed to
produce such disarray and disaster. The most basic problem
with the Reagan system, Brzezinski argues, was "that (the
NSC) has been too weak."37

GRADING THE STRUCTURES

Having sketched the structures of the two NSCs, we can
now assess the effectiveness of PD-2 and NSDD-2 in meet-
ing the functional requisites. Not surprisingly, we find major
differences that directly bear on the successes and failures
of each administration in national security affairs.

Administration. It appears that both structures supported
the proper execution of administration, with the practical ad-
vantage belonging to NSDD-2. Partially by accident and par-
tially by design, NSDD-2 and its application in the
government reduced possibilities for the informal policy
making process that can occur when executing the ad-
ministration function. Ronald Reagan was an active par-
ticipant in the NSC, chairing sometimes several meetings
each week. Jimmy Carter, for all of his proclivities for being
involved in detail, chose to rely far more on the PRC and
SCC and rarely convened the NSC itself. This, coupled with
the fact that summaries of the PRC and SCC meetings were
not afforded interagency review, created a climate in which
creative note-taking flourished. President Reagan's presence
in NSC meetings reduced the possibilities of creative note-
taking, as well as the power of the summary memorandum;
he was actually at the meetings, remembered what was said,
and occasionally caught a creative note-taker in the act.
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Moreover, the proliferation of subcommittees that oc-
curred under NSDD-2 helped guard against the manipulation
of agendas and NSC meeting dates that could effectively kill
an issue before it reached the President. NSDD-2 also es-
tablished a separate secretariat for each SIG, thereby break-
ing the administrative monopoly the NSC Staff had
maintained over the execution of this critical function. Al-
though normative judgments are difficult to quantify, the
structure of the administrative function under NSDD-2 sup-
ported a more thorough and honest execution.

Policy Coordination. PD-2 was rather light on the function
of policy coordination, and the Carter NSC is sometimes ac-
cused of weakness in this area.3 Indeed, the absence of an
operational structure below the level of the mini-SCC and
PRC did nothing to help regularize the coordination require-
ment. Coordination of specific issues was left essentially to
the discretion of the NSC Staff, with the end result that coor-
dination became very uneven. Brzezinski, Aaron, and Odom
all argue that PD-59, our basic nuclear targeting doctrine,
was thoroughly coordinated with all the necessary players
and was an excellent example of the proper and effective
coordination.39 The decision by President Carter to suspend
production of the Enhanced Radiation Warhead (ERW) was,
on the other hand, clearly uncoordinated within the system
and had disastrous results.', In both cases, coordination was
handled in an ad hoc fashion, with little structural regularity.

Moreover, the practice of submitting summaries of SCC
and PRC meetings directly to the President and preparing
decision documents exclusively in the White House
precluded effective coordination, even at the NSC level. To
be sure, the weekly luncheon meetings among Vance,
Secretary of Defense Harold Brown, and Brzezinski helped
in this regard, but few formal notes ever emerged from these
meetings and fewer still coordinated positions.
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NSDD-2, by contrast, gave the coordination function a
prominent role. It called for the APNSA to "be responsible for
developing, coordinating, and implementing national security
policy," and was far more detailed on the establishment and
responsibilities of the lower level coordinating committees-
the Interagency Groups (IGs). 41 Furthermore, some IGs were
to be supported themselves by full-time working groups to
coordinate interagency efforts on specific issues.

This layering and proliferation of committees helped
guarantee that positions presented to the NSC were
reasonably well coordinated, as long as issues were worked
within the structure. As mentioned earlier, the parade of Na-
tional Security Advisers in the Reagan administration saw
coordination as their first requirement, and each appears to
have executed that function with a measured amount of suc-
cess. McFarlane, for example, argued that "the NSC system
must.. .have the capacity to coordinate effectively the efforts
of the many powerful and contentious components of the
policymaking community." 42 The famous exception to this
was, of course, the Iran-Contra operation which took place
completely outside of the coordination process. But the
failure of this misbegotten initiative was due far more to the
ineptitude of Oliver North and John Poindexter than to any
structural defect in coordination. In fact, the coordinated in-
teragency view contained in NSDD-5 on Iran was that the
United States should "continue the policy of discouraging
arms transfers to Iran."43 The coordinating mechanisms were
in place; Poindexter and North simply chose to ignore them.

Policy Supervision. Both PD-2 and NSDD-2 assign the
policy supervision function to the APNSA and, through him,
to the NSC Staff. Yet each staff performed this function dif-
ferently, based on the structural differences embedded in the
two documents.
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PD-2 specified that the SCC had, as one of its major
responsibilities, supervision of "the implementation of
Presidential decisions."" Since the APNSA chaired the SCC,
and his deputy ran the mini-SCC, it fell to the NSC Staff to
assume a leading role in the supervision function. PD-2
provided the structural hook upon which the staff could hang
its role in supervision. Using that as a point of departure, the
staff built into many PDs an implementation monitoring com-
mittee that met under the aegis of the White House, a prac-
tice that greatly facilitated the execution of policy supervision.

NSDD-2 provided no such mechanism. Although the
directive assigned the APNSA the responsibility for "develop-
ing, coordinating, and implementing national security policy,"
it gave the APNSA no means by which he could make this
happen.45 The degradation of the APNSA and the con-
comitant loss of clout by the NSC Staff precluded a structural
niche in which the staff could execute this function. As a
result, the staff had to rely on its membership in various IGs
to monitor implementation, but the staff was but a single
voice in committees chaired by other departments.

The execution of the supervision function was thus made
far more difficult and contributed to the frustration within the
staff that, in turn, led to its operational role in the Iran-Contra
Affair. North had no confidence that the bureaucracy would
carry out what he saw as a clear presidential decision, so he
undertook the mission himself. Had there been an effective,
NSC Staff-led implementation committee, this sort of rogue
elephant operation might never have occurred.

Policy Adjudication. Neither PD-2 nor NSDD-2 specifically
addressed the function of policy adjudication, but it is clear
from the structures mandated by each document that only
PD-2 facilitated the execution of this function by the NSC
Staff. PD-2 created a powerful APNSA and the post was
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filled by a powerful personality. Throughout his tenure, but
particularly in the aftermath of the collapse of Iran, Brzezinski
clearly spoke for the President; Carter himself said that "Zbig
(spoke) with my approval and in consonance with my estab-
lished and known policy."46 Accordingly, Brzezinski was able
to resolve issues of presidential intent within the
bureaucracy.

Quite naturally, the NSC Staff was also the recipient of
this implied presidential imprimatur. This made it a relatively
straightforward matter for the staff to resolve disputes and to
interpret presidential directives without having to go back to
the President or even to Brzezinski for clarification and
guidance.

Admittedly, the personal disputes between Brzezinski and
Vance, then later Muskie, created confusion external to the
bureaucracy as to which official was speaking for the Presi-
dent. But, internally, little doubt was present among those
that mattered.

The adjudication role played by the staff in the implemen-
tation of the Persian Gulf Security Framework (PD-63) is a
usefur illustration of effective structural support to this func-
tional requisite. The security framework was a complex
strategy, involving a host of initiatives and policies crossing a
great many departmental lines and was described by
Brzezinski as "the most important work of its kind in three
decades."47 Needless to say, many questions of intent and
interpretation had to be answered before meaningful
progress could be made. In the absence of a strong staff role
in adjudication, the entire security framework might well have
foundered amid bureaucratic inertia. Because the staff had
structured PD-63 to support the adjudication function, how-
ever, most issues were resolved by the staff, and the
framework eventually provided "a bold and forward-looking
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statement...on our successors' agenda."4 Because of the
debilitating weakness imposed on the APNSA and on the
NSC Staff by NSDD-2, the execution of this function became
far more problematic. Basically, no one listened to the staff,
particularly in the beginning, and therefore each department
was free to pursue its own interpretation of the President's
decisions--or to ignore them altogether. This, in turn, led to
great and public conflict between the Secretaries of State
and Defense, as well as to what Haig called the "babel" of
the administration.49

Crisis Management. PD-2 assigned the primary respon-
sibility for crisis management to the SCC and, therefore, to
the APNSA and the NSC Staff. This structural design was
the mechanism by which Brzezinski and the staff finally
wrested control of the national security system during the last
2 years of the Carter administration. The catalytic crisis that
precipitated this shift in power was the collapse of the Shah
of Iran and the dramatic transformation of that erstwhile U.S.
ally in the wake of the fundamentalist revolution. As PD-2
mandated, the SCC took the lead in managing the disasters
that accompanied the Shah's collapse--a national security
crisis under virtually anyone's definition. The SCC met fre-
quently, sometimes daily, during the crisis period to hammer
out specific responses to the kaleidoscope of challenges
emerging from revolutionary Iran. During this crisis, as well
as in a host of others, the SCC provided a highly effective,
interagency medium for crisis management.

Over the course of the several months that followed the
fall of the Shah, hov' ver, Brzezinski and Odom gradually ex-
panded the agenc.. of the SCC to include decidedly non-

i crisis issues. It had become apparent to the bureaucratically
sensitive Odom that the dearth of long-range planning
emerging from the government could only be overcome by
assertive White House leadership. Thus, SCC meetings be-
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came increasingly regular features of the national security
system. The SCC's gathering momentum was strongly rein-
forced by the hostage crisis and by the Soviet invasion of Af-
ghanistan, the two events that dominated the last year of the
Carter administration. As a result of the administration's
preoccupation with these events, Brzezinski succeeded in
converting the SCC from a crisis response team of limited
duration into a:

broadly gauged body, coordinating all the facets of our
response, from the diplomatic, the military, and the finan-
cial to the spheres of public relations and domesticpolitics. 5 °

Deputy Secretary of State Warren Christopher described
the procedures as follows:

The National Security Adviser.. .established the agenda
for each day's meeting, assigned special studies, chaired
the meetings, and prepared the minutes that went direct-
ly to the President.

Although the specifics of the negotiations to end the
hostage problem were largely handled by an ad hoc group
chaired by Christopher, the SCC continued to dominate the
national security system. This procedure gave Brzezinski
and his supporting NSC Staff tremendous power to execute
the functional requisites under the aegis of crisis manage-
ment. Gelb and Lake, senior State Department officials
during this period, assert that:

the post-Afghanistan climate created an exceptionally
favorable market for Brzezinski's policy views, his
penchant for crisis, and his bureaucratic maneuvering.
The gVeper the crises, the more they fell into his SCC
orbit.

88



THE NSC STRUCTURE

No responsibility for crisis management was assigned in
NSDD-2. The sole reference to this function is that the "IGs
(will) establish full-time working groups, which will provide
support to the crisis management operations of the NSC."5 3

The NSDD did not specify which IG would be responsible for
crisis management and implied a proliferation of working
groups with potential crisis management duties. More impor-
tantly, the NSDD was silent on the question of who was to be
in charge of crisis management.M

This lack of definition precipitated one of the more serious
imbroglios of the first year of the Reagan administration.
Haig felt strongly that he should be in charge of crisis
management (along with everything else), a view shared by
his predecessor, Cyrus Vance.55 The NSC Staff, on the other
hand, wanted to retain that function within the White House,
operating under the principle that the President should be the
ultimate crisis manager. In the end, Haig lost and NSDD-3
was issued, establishing the Vice President as the overall
coordinator of crises within the NSC structure.

The drafters of NSDD-3 were careful to insure that the
NSDD required the NSC Staff to provide the support to the
Vice President, reasoning that only the staff could effect the
interagency coordination necessary to manage crises effec-
tively. There were more subtle reasons for the structure of
NSDD-3; to the experienced hands on the staff, it repre-
sented a last-ditch effort to establish a formal, structural base
from which it could recoup its functional losses. It was no ac-
cident that the drafters of the NSDD were holdovers from the
Brzezinski staff and had participated in the SCC process.
They knew that if NSDD-3 assigned crisis management to
the NSC Staff, it could be the "camel's nose under the tent"
that could be later parlayed into a resurgence of the staff and
a reduction of the structural-functional mismatch. The les-
sons of the post-Iran SCC loomed powerful in the minds of
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the drafters of NSDD-3 and the creation of the standing Spe-
cial Situation Group (SSG) to manage crises was a direct
result.56 To support the SSG, a Crisis Preplanning Group
(CPPG) was established, with the Deputy APNSA in the
chair. The CPPG was active a number of times, perhaps
most notably during the planning for the Grenada opera-
tion.57

One unfortunate consequence of the NSDD was the
evolution of the quasi-autonomous Crisis Management Cen-
ter within the NSC Staff. According to McFarlane, the Crisis
Management Center was designed to:

conduct pre-crisis collection and analysis of information
about likely crisis areas in an effort to anticipate events
and to provide extensive background information to
decision makers as a crisis preventive.5 8

In fact, Oliver North used the Crisis Management Center
as a private fiefdom to run the Iran-Contra operation. It is not
clear that the center, disbanded by Frank Carlucci in 1987,
ever really managed a crisis but it did provide legitimacy to
North's independent actions. What is clear is that the
deficiencies in NSDD-2 were never fully resolved in NSDD-3
and that crisis management and crisis planning never
received adequate structural support.

Policy Formulation. Perhaps the most glaring differences
in the two structural directives is in the area of policy formula-
tion. PD-2 clearly established an important, if not key, role for
the APNSA and the NSC Staff in the "development of op-
tions" for presidential consideration. As we have seen, the
SCC ultimately became the most powerful policy formulation
body in the Carter national security system. A strong policy
formulation role for the NSC Staff is what Carter had in mind
from the outset, and his mounting disenchantment with the
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State Department only served to underscore the utility of the
structure PD-2 created. As President Carter describes:

Zbigniew Brzezinski and his relatively small group of ex-
perts were not handicapped by the inertia of a tenured
bureaucracy or the responsibility for implementing
policies as they were evolved. They were particularly
adept at incisive analyses of strategic concepts, and
were prolific in the production of new ideas, which they
were always eager to present to me. 59

Perhaps most importantly, Carter appointed an adviser
with a first rate intellect, well regarded in both academic and
governmental circles for his ideas. Brzezinski, in turn, sur-
rounded himself with men and women of similar innovative
dispositions.

There was no such simplicity in NSDD-2. Although the
APNSA was charged, as noted earlier, with "developing,
coordinating, and implementing" policy, none of President
Reagan's six national security advisers in fact ever evinced
any real interest in formulating policy. Moreover, none of
them was particularly renowned for his ideas, nor did any of
them command instant intellectual respect in academic or
governmental circles. In short, they were either not interested
in, or incapable of, formulating meaningful policy options64

McFarlane, as Reagan's third APNSA, summarized thinm posi-
tion in 1984 by saying:

The current NSC system is not intended to dominate the
policy making process. Instead, it must perform the far
more difficult task of policy facilitation and coordination. 61

Advisers of this persuasion cannot be expected to select
or use a staff of intellectual superstars. Although perhaps un-
fairly pejorative, the characterization of the early Reagan 3
NSC as "ideologues and lightweights" reflected the anti-intel-
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lectual bias of the entire Reagan White House. The Presi-
dent did not demand, from his National Security Advisers or
his staff, alternative policy options to those presented by the
departments, and his National Security Advisers obliged by
not giving him any.

As a result, no one in the administration did any long-
range planning, nor was there a staff used to develop policy
options from a presidential perspective. Evidence of this
orientation is the fact that not a single policy review study
(NSSD) was commissioned until March of the second year of
the administration.62 This contrasted sharply with the Carter
administration that assigned 15 such studies the day Carter
was inaugurated. The dearth of meaningful, long-range
policy that was produced early in the Reagan administration
was the inevitable result.

Policy Advocacy. Neither document clearly outlined a
specific responsibility for the NSC Staff to support and argue
policy recommendations. PD-2, however, mandated a struc-
ture that, in fact, facilitated the performance of this function.
The primacy of the SCC, the vigorous policy formulation role
desired by the President, and the administrative systems
under which the staff had an exclusive channel to the Presi-
dent, all created the structure to allow the smooth execution
of the advocacy function. Indeed, this dimension of the
Brzezinski staff grew so significant that Odeen faults the staff
for overemphasizing advocacy. He says "inadequate process
management may be a price President Carter paid for asking
the NSC Staff to give priority to policy advocacy. "63

The emasculation of the NSC Staff in the Reagan ad-
ministration neutralized the staff's ability to execute its ad-
vocacy function. In his book on the NSC, Constantine
Menges related his deep frustration in advocating policy from
a position of bureaucratic weakness and watching the series
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of national security setbacks that were experienced during
his tenure, and this view is shared by others from the NSC;
Staff. Richard Pipes, the staff's Soviet specialist during the
first 18 months of the Reagan administration, summarized
the general attitude in saying "this was a most difficult and
demanding period for the entire Staff.""

SUMMARY

We have now examined the basic structures of the Carter
and Reagan national security systems and have measured
them against the functional requisites of the NSC Staff. Were
we to grade these administrations, we would find the report
card in Figure 6.

FUNCTION PD-2 ND-2
ADMNISTRATION C+ B
COORDINATION B A-
SUPERVISION B+ C
AIJUDICATION B+ C-
CRISIS MANAGEMENT A- C-
FORMULATION A F
ADVOCACY A F

FISUhE S NC EPORT CAR.

It is evident that, although different Presidents will affix
their individual styles to their national security systems, the
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failure to acknowledge that there exists requisite functions
that must be supported by structure will result in national
security policy disarray. The Tower Commission acknow-
ledged that "there are certain functions which need to be per-
formed in some way for any President."65 Having said that, it
is evident that much more attention must be paid to the for-
mal structure that will create either avenues or obstacles to
the execution of these functions.

Given the above, is there an ideal structure that will serve
all Presidents equally well? We now direct our attention to
that question.
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CHAPTER 5

A PRESCRIPTION FOR THE FUTURE

From the preceding discussion, it is evident that different
presidents have created different national security structures
with varying degrees of success. Most analysts agree with
the Tower Commission that "the (national security) system is
properly the President's creature. It must be left flexible to be
molded by the President into the form most useful to him."1

At the same time, it appears that the inexorable forces of
the international system are driving modern presidents into
more intimate involvement in national security affairs and the
executive branch into Brzezinski's presidential system of
decision making. Within this context, it also appears that
there are, indeed, functional requisites that must be per-
formed if the national security system is to work. Given these
two factors, and with the caveat that no two presidents will
structure the system identically, there should be basic
similarities in how two different administrations answer three
fundamental questions:

" What should the APNSA do?

" How should the NSC Staff be configured?

* How should staff responsibilities be articulated?

In this chapter, we will attempt to construct answers to
these questions and, as a result, create a prototype for the
future.
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THE ROLE OF THE ASSISTANT TO THE PRESIDENT

Although the thrust of this discussion has been the Staff
of the National Security Council, we must examine the role of
the APNSA in order to present a meaningful position on the
staff itself. More than any other organization in the national
security system, the NSC Staff is the product of its prin-
cipal-in this case, the APNSA-and his role will ultimately
determine the ability of the staff to execute its requisite func-
tions.

As distasteful as it may be to many in the national
security business, the Assistant to the President for National
Security Affairs must be one of the three primary actors in
national security. Leslie Gelb has argued that the system
cannot "turn the prince back into a frog" and cannot return
the APNSA to what some see as his ideal role-the Bundy or
the Cutler model. 2 The chaos of the Reagan NSC was due,
in a large measure, to the efforts of Meese and Haig to turn
the clock back to a system now rendered irrelevant by the
evolving demands of national security. Instead, the basic
document that organizes the national security system in the
future should recognize and facilitate the modern role of the
APNSA. As Odeen says:

There has been a fundamental change in the nature of
the problems over the past fifteen or twenty years that
has tended to give the national security adviser a much
heavier role, a much more public role, and a much more
important role.3

As we have seen, the APNSA must effectively function in
two sometimes conflicting capacities. First, he must function
as the manager of the national security system, wearing the
hat of the Assistant to the President for National Security Af-
fairs. Second, he must act as the personal counselor to the
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President on national security matters in his capacity as the
National Security Adviser. If the APNSA/NSA is deficient in
either capacity, or if the structure creates insurmountable
obstacles along either path, the entire national security sys-
tem will not work.

In his first role, the APNSA must oversee with objective
eyes the operation of the NSC and its supporting staff. He
must ensure that the process functions are executed by the
staff in an effective and judicious manner. As the Tower
Commission asserts:

It is his responsibility to ensure that matters submitted for
consideration by the Council cover the full range of is-
sues on which review is required; that those issues are
fully analyzed; that a full range of options is considered;
that the prospects and risks of each are examined; that
all relevant intelligence and other information is available
to the principals; that difficulties in implementation are
confronted.'

In this capacity, he serves primarily the institution of the
National Security Council and, although perhaps not as in-
visible as Sidney Souers' "anonymous servant," he should be
an honest, noncontroversial broker of the system. His
neutrality on issues, however, should not be confused with
passivity; he may indeed be very assertive in what Odeen
calls "decision forcing" and in policy supervision.5 The
APNSA will have to crack the whip to make the national
security system work, to forge consensus at the lowest level
possible, to ensure that the bureaucracy is presenting issues
fairly and imaginatively, and to demand adherence to the
President's decisions.

At the same time, the NSA must also serve as a personal
adviser to the President. The Tower Commission reached
the conclusion that "he is perhaps the one most able to see

103



A PRESCRIPTION FOR THE FUTURE

things from the President's perspective (and) is unburdened
by departmental responsibilities."6 Former Secretary of
Defense Harold Brown, the beneficiary and the victim of a
strong NSA, contends that "the NSC Adviser must do more
than coordinate-he must represent the President's views."7

It is both unrealistic and dangerous to argue, as Haig does,
that the "National Security Adviser should be a staff man-
not a maker of policy."8 It is equally damaging to support I. M.
Destler's view that the position should be abolished al-
together.9

Many critics of the NSA argue his role based primarily on
his public posture, sometimes measuring his performance by
the number of times his name appears in print.10 Although
this line of criticism becomes more emotional than real, it
highlights the entire question of public posture and must be
decided by the President. In the execution of the functional
requisites, it is not essential that the NSA be a public spokes-
man, but if he is, the administration needs to ensure that the
NSA and the other public figures in the government are
espousing a coherent and consistent national security policy
line.

The issue of whether or not the NSA is a public spokes-
man, however, should not be confused with the essential na-
ture of the position itself. The national security system must
recognize that the evaluation of the NSA has been brought
about, not as a byproduct of strong egos and personalities,
but by the demands of an increasingly complex international
environment. For all its weaknesses, the Carter administra-
tion recognized this reality and produced notable successes
in national security. For all its strengths, the Reagan ad-
ministration did not, and the result was an unnecessarily
chaotic and directionless national security system. Ever the
journalist, Leslie Gelb summarizes the issue neatly in his two
"iron laws." The first point, Gelb argues, is that "things won't
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Work well with a strong national security adviser to the Presi-
dent. The second is that, without a strong adviser, things
won't work at all."11

How, then, does an administration structure the national
security system to facilitate the dual roles of the
APNSA/NSA? Brzezinski, R. D. MacLaurin and others have
proposed that the status of the APNSA be upgraded to for-
mal cabinet level, either as the Director or the Secretary of
National Security, possibly even subject to Senate confirma-
tion.12 These dramatic proposals would certainly resolve the
internecine squabbling that seems endemic in each ad-
ministration and would position the incumbent to fulfill both
his primary roles. But these proposals, however attractive
from a functional perspective, are probably not feasible; they
would surely elicit a storm of protests, opposition, and
cabinet-level resignations if they were seriously considered.

Short of that, the administration needs to spell out in
detail the specific roles of the APNSA and give him the
bureaucratic leverage he needs to execute them. At a mini-
mum, the APNSA should chair the important sub-NSC com-
mittees in which much of the business of national security is
conducted. The NSC Staff should then chair the committees
subordinate to those chaired by the APNSA, in recognition of
the validity of Haig's pronouncement that "he who controls
the key IGs... controls policy."13

In addition, the APNSA explicitly should be assigned the
crisis management portfolio and the ability to task throughout
the government in the execution of his crisis management
role. The APNSA must also be afforded unfettered access to
the President with no intervening layers in the White House.
Finally, he must be afforded clear cabinet status and be
recognized as coequal to the Secretaries of State and
Defense. These recommendations run against the grain of
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many NSC critics, but they are essential if the United States
is to return to an effective national security system.

One of the important points separating the critics of a
strong NSA from those who feel that strength in that position
is necessary is the issue of personal qualities. Critics argue
that, although it would be nice if one person could effectively
act in the dual roles demanded of the position, no such per-
son can be found. Supporters contend that, although the
population of such people is small, it does exist and can be
drawn upon. Qualities necessary for success as the
APNSA/NSA include:

" Competence. The APNSA must be conversant in the
entire range of national security issues or, at least,
must know where his weaknesses are and act to
redress them.

" Experience. The APNSA cannot come into the
government as a novice. He must understand not only
the formal structure of the bureaucracy but also where
the entrenched issues and individuals are found. He
must also understand how and when to pull the right
levers to make the system work.

" Intellect. He must be both pragmatic and conceptual,
able to generate ideas and then translate them into
meaningful policy. Moreover, he must have an estab-
lished intellectual reputation in order to command in-
stant respect in the government, in the academic
world, in the Congress, and in the media. He must be
an intellectual magnet to attract the brightest and most
innovative people into the NSC Staff.

* Ethics. The APNSA must have a sufficiently strong
ethical foundation to be able to act as the honest
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broker in coordinating and integrating the national
security system. As Walt Rostow said, "He must be
able to present another man's case as well as the
man himself could." The entire national security sys-
tern must have confidence that the APNSA will
present alternate views fairly and will not take ad-
vantage of propinquity in the coordination of papers
and positions. He must be able to present bad news
to the President and to sniff out and squelch mis-
behavior before it becomes a problem. He must be
scrupulously honest in presenting presidential
decisions and in monitoring the implementation
process. Perhaps most importantly, he must impart
the same sense of ethical behavior to the staff he
leads.

* Loyalty. If he is to function as a personal adviser to
the President, the NSA must believe in the man he
serves. He must consider that his first duty is to sup-
port the President while ensuring that he never over-
shadows or upstages his boss. He must elicit the trust
and confidence of the President in order to act effec-
tively in his stead within the national security system.

* Tact. The APNSA will, by the very nature of his posi-
tion, elicit envy and animosity from the departments.
He must make a concerted and continuous effort to
salve wounded egos, to maintain cordial relations with
abrasive personalities all over the government, and to
present triumphs and defeats in a manner that helps
smooth the way for cooperation on the next issue.

* Confidence. He must be confident in his own abilities
and those of his staff in order to hold his own in the
tumult of conflicting opinions that marks any national
security system.
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A final quality is that the APNSA/NSA should be a civilian.
A military officer, although certainly capable of possessing all
of the traits listed above, operates from two perceptual disad-
vantages. First, military officers are unfairly seen to possess
only modest intellectual capabilities. This makes it especially
difficult for an officer to be taken seriously in the formulation
and advocacy of policy. Second, there remains within the
government a psycho-historical suspicion of a strong military
role in the development of policy. Many Americans are simp-
ly uncomfortable with an officer crossing the line between
policy execution and policy formulation. For these reasons,
the position of APNSNNSA is better filled with a civilian.

Although this is a daunting list of qualities, there are cer-
tainly those in government, in academia, and in the private
sector who meet all of them. These should form the popula-
tion from which the APNSA/NSA is drawn.

THE NATIONAL SECURITY COUNCIL STAFF

As has been argued throughout this discussion, the NSC
Staff must be supported by a national security structure that
allows for the smooth execution of the functional requisites.
In addition to the external structure, the size, internal or-
ganization, and composition of the staff are key variables
that will affect the effectiveness of the entire system.

Size. The NSC Staff has varied greatly in size, ranging
from 3 to over 50 professionals. In determining the ap-
propriate size, a balance must be struck between efficiency
and flexibility; the staff must be large enough to cover the en-
tire spectrum of national security issues with some degree of
expertise. Scowcroft points out that long-range planning is
often inadequately done because "the NSC Staff is con-
strained as to the number of people available (and) our
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limited personnel assets were used to 'put out fires.'1 4 At the
same time, the staff must be small enough so that it is able
to avoid the rigidity that marks most large organizations.
Moreover, a large staff creates yet additional evidence that a
rival State (or Defense) Department has been created in the
White House, a perception that leads to unnecessary friction.
Although persuasive justification for an exact size probably
cannot be offered, it appears that 40-45 professionals is
about the right number. A staff much smaller than that can-
not contend with the range of issues that must be con-
sidered; a staff much larger will become a bureaucracy unto
itself in which individual members will lose their personal
relationships with the APNSA and with the President they
support.15

Organization. The Tower Commission, reacting to the
aberration that was the Iran-Contra Affair, recommended an
organization designed to maximize supervision. "Clear verti-
cal lines of control and authority, responsibility, and account-
ability, are essential to good management.' 6 This is a useful
point of departure, but caution must be exercised; such an
organization can become excessively structured and rigid.
The designers of the next staff organization must not try to
remedy the Oliver North phenomenon by structural solutions;
the Iran-Contra Affair occurred primarily because of per-
sonality flaws in North and Poindexter rather than in faults
within the system itself. Supervision and accountability are
necessary but should not come at the expense of flexibility
and intellectual freedom. Staff members must be able to in-
teract with each other across nominal staff lines, to form ad
hoc working groups to deal with specific issues, and to draw
upon each other's expertise.

The organization that best supports this is a three-tiered
system as outlined in Figure 7. The first tier is made up of the
APNSA, his deputy, and his executive secretary. The next
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layer is composed of the directors of the regional and func-
tional groups. These groups mirror those found in the
Departments of State and Defense and, therefore, allow for
smoother Interdepartmental coordination. Finally is the layer
of staff members who serve as issues require.

The staff organization must be at once flexible and struc-
tured: flexible by fostering horizontal coordination between
staff members and between directors; structured by dis-
couraging direct, special relationships from developing be-
tween the first tier and the staff members such as occurred
between Poindexter and North.

U S 7. TAFF OF FIC E S F.

The position of executive secretary bears special men-
tion. This Is the only staff position specifically authorized in
the 1947 legislation, and it can be used to great advantage
by the APNSA and the staff in executing the process func-
lions. In this, the executive secretary can help relieve the
APNSA from much of the more mundane, yet critical,
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I process functions, freeing him to focus more attention on
policy substance. In many ways, the indomitable Christine
Dodson, staff secretary under Brzezinski, is the archetype for
this position. As Brzezinski said, "she brought a personal
commitment to the job in addition to her administrative
abilities and.. .ruled the NSC with an 'iron hand." 17 The ex-
ecutive secretary position fell into disuse during the Nixon
and Ford years but can be a post of great utility. In the same
vein, there is value in establishing a small and relatively per-
manent policy group within the staff, in addition to the current
non-policy secretariat. This would allow for substantive and
administrative continuity between presidencies and would
help prevent each administration from having to learn the
same lessons that its predecessor struggled to learn.

Composition. In 1961, McGeorge Bundy said, in a letter
to Senator Henry Jackson, the NSC Staff "should be com-
posed of men (sic) equally well versed in the process of plan-

4 ning and in that of operational follow-up."18 Twenty years
later, this is still sound guidance. The members of the NSC
Staff should be drawn from the widest range of sources pos-
sible: the State and Defense Departments, the Intelligence
Community, Treasury, the academic world, and the private
sector. They should share the qualities of the APNSA, with
emphasis on selflessness and confidence. They must be ex-
perienced within the government and be well-connected with
all relevant departments and agencies.

But they should not stay on the staff indefinitely. One of
the conclusions of the Tower Commission is that members of
the staff should not remain for longer than 4 years.19 Rotation
of staff members is the safest way to ensure that new ideas
and fresh approaches continuously are being introduced into
the system. Moreover, and perhaps less idealistically, rota-
tion of the members is the best way to hedge against the
folly of individual members losing touch with their ethical

111



A PRESCRIPTION FOR THE FUTURE

foundations and constitutional idealism. Many members have
commented on the erosion of ethical values that occurs after
the third year on the White House Staff and how morally
numbing the entire process becomes.

ARTICULATION OF THE STRUCTURE

Many administrations, regardless of their individual na-
tional security systems, have developed implicit under-
standings about the roles and missions of the NSC Staff. But
no President has outlined his desires for the staff clearly and
with formal presidential blessing. PD-2, for example, says
only that "The Assistant to the President shall be assisted by
a National Security Council Staff, as provided by law."2°

NSDD-2 is silent on the role of the staff. In light of all that has
been discussed thus far, it is apparent that the respon-
sibilities of the staff must be explicitly articulated in a
presidential directive document. This document should be
separate from that which lays out the basic national security
system and should be clear in what the staff should and
should not do. What follows is a proposed directive docu-
ment which can serve as a point of departure for any ad-
ministration in ensuring that the structural-functional
mismatch within the national security system is minimized.

National Security Directive - 3

The National Security Council Staff

In support of the National Security Council System man-
dated in NSD-2 and in accordance with the National
Security Act of 1947, the National Security Council Staff
is established.

I. Functions of the National Security Council Staff. The
NSC Staff shall act in three capacities.
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First, it shall serve as the staff of the National Security
Council under the direction of the Assistant to the Presi-
dent for National Security Affairs. In that capacity, the

f, staff shall be responsible for the administration of the
NSC system. It shall also be responsible for the coor-
dination and integration of policy in preparation for sub-
mission to the NSC for consideration. It shall also be
responsible for supervising the implementation of my
decisions and for interpreting specific policies.

Second, the staff shall provide support to the Assistant to
the President in his capacity as coordinator of crisis
management. The NSC Staff shall effect coordination
throughout the relevant agencies to insure the presenta-
tion of options and the implementation of decisions in a
timely manner. It shall convene crisis management work-
ing groups subordinate to the NSC and composed of rep-
resentatives of the involved departments and agencies. It
shall also be responsible for crisis contingency planning,
drawing upon the departments and agencies for support.

Third, the staff shall support the Assistant to the Presi-
dent in his capacity as the National Security Adviser. In
this regard, the staff shall be one of my personal staffs
and will provide me, through the National Security Ad-
viser, with recommendations on national security mat-
ters.

II. Organization of the NSC Staff. The staff shall be or-
ganized into three echelons. At the top shall be the As-
sistant to the President, his deputy, and the executive
secretary of the NSC. Next, there shall be nine directors
chalring groups in the following regional and functional
areas: Europe and the Soviet Union; the Middle East and
Southwest Asia; Africa; Latin America; the Far East; In-
telligence; International Economics; Transnational Is-
sues; and, Defense Policy. Third, there shall be staff
officers in each regional and functional group whose
work will be supervised by the directors. In addition,
there shall be established a staff secretariat responsible
for administrative support to the NSC and composed of
permanent civil servants. It is my intention that the staff
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secretariat provide the administrative continuity between
administrations.

Ill. Size and Composition of the NSC Staff. The size of
the staff shall not exceed 45 professionals, excluding the
Assistant to the President, his deputy, the executive
secretary, and the staff secretariat. The staff shall be
composed of representatives of the Foreign Service, the
Armed Forces, the Intelligence Community, the
academic community, and the private sector.

IV. Equivalent Rank of the NSC Staff. For the purposes
of seniority and protocol, the NSC Staff shall have
equivalent rank as follows. The Assistant to the President
shall rank as a member of my cabinet. The Deputy Assis-
tant to the President shall rank as a deputy secretary.
The executive secretary and the group directors shall
rank as assistant secretaries. The staff officers shall rank
as deputy assistant secretaries.

V. Modifications to this Directive. The Assistant to the
President may change the composition and structure of
the functional and regional groups as required.

The proposed directive is built to address the requisite
functions and to clarify other aspects of the staff that have
been long neglected. In paragraph one, the directive outlines
the staff's responsibilities for the execution of the requisite
functions and provides bureaucratic mechanisms by which
these functions can be accomplished. Paragraph two
provides a defined, vertical NSC Staff structure that allows
for flexibility and accountability. Next, the directive caps the
size of the staff and requires that a cross-section of national
security talent be employed. Paragraph four resolves a long-
standing, if silent, element of friction within the government
by identifying the equivalent rank for each position within the
staff. Finally, the directive allows the APNSA some flexibility
in the regional and functional groups but does not allow him
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to expand the size of the staff or the scope of its respon-
sibilities.

Such a document could be useful, not as a final product
to be signed immediately by the President, but as a vehicle
to engender discussion long overdue and as a base upon
which to construct a definitive articulation of the structure and
function of the NSC Staff.

SUMMARY

For the first 170 years of our existence, the management
of our international affairs was effectively handled by the
Department of State, with occasional help from the War and
Navy Departments. Since the end of the Second World War,
however, the international environment has changed so
dramatically that this time-honored managerial system just
does not work today. Every administration since JFK's has
either implicitly recognized this phenomenon and moved to a
White House centered management structure, or has ig-
nored it and created a chaotic national security process. It is
now time to formalize what has been the de facto system
and to create the sort of structure that will help guarantee the
proper and efficient management of national security affairs
into the next century. This can only be accomplished if we
acknowledge the inability of an 18th century system to deal
with 21st century challenges and if we assign a formal,
presLential mandate to the APNSA/NSA and to the National
Security Staff.
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CHAPTER 6

CONCLUSION

The Iran-Contra Affair, if it accomplished nothing else,
placed an institutional spotlight on the NSC Staff, subjecting
it to scrutiny unprecedented in its 40-year history. As with
any such careful examination, it is important that the right
lessons be learned and that appropriate remedies be ap-
plied. The most basic lesson is that the affair was
symptomatic of a larger problem; it occurred not because the
staff was too strong but rather because it was too weak. The
Iran-Contra Affair is a manifestation of the much deeper
issue that has plagued every administration since Truman-
the structural-functional mismatch.

The remedies for this problem are contrary to those
proposed in many circles. They are based on a recognition
that the nature of contemporary national security and the
challenges posed by the international environment demand
that the President play the pivotal role in the national security
system. It is no accident that every President since Kennedy
has found the State Department wholly inadequate in the for-
mulation of national security policy; indeed, the existence of
foreign policy as a discipline separate from the broader
sweep of national security is itself highly debatable. To
paraphrase Clemenceau, diplomacy is now too important to
be left to the diplomats.

The effective management of national security in the fu-
ture requires a more thorough integration of the various com-
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ponents of national power-an integration that must take
place in the White House. In order to design a system to sup-
port this approach, the seven functional requisites must form
the foundation. Imbedded in these functional requisites is the
duality of the NSC Staff. The staff must both serve the Na-
tional Security Council as an institution, and it must serve the
President as a personal staff. Once this duality is recognized
and accepted, the functional requisites flow as a natural con-
sequence.

The national security system that is fashioned by any ad-
ministration must support the execution of these requisite
functions. Although forms, committee names, and specific
responsibilities will vary, several principles should be fol-
lowed.

" The President must be at the center. There can be no
vicar of national security.

* The APNSA and the NSC Staff must chair at least one
of the key NSC subcommittees at each level.

* The system must promote intellectual competition.
Such competition becomes dysfunctional only when
there are no institutionalized avenues for resolution.

* The system must support the dual roles of the
APNSAINSA and the NSC Staff. The NSA and the
staff must have direct access to the President.

* The system's design and the functional respon-
sibilities of the staff must be clearly directed by the
President in a written document at the beginning of
the administration. Changes must be similarly formal-
ized.
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If these principles are followed, the prospects for a
reduced structural-functional mismatch and for an effective
national security system are greatly improved. It is significant
to note that the Bush administration adopted several of these
principles in National Security Directive - 1, in which the
APNSA was given the chair of the Principals Committee, and
the deputy APNSA chaired the Deputies Committee.1

It is important to make a final comment about people. Our
discussion has focused extensively on systems, structure,
and organization, but it is the people that make it all work.
The most skillfully designed national security system will fail
utterly when it is not staffed by men and women of great
character, intellect, and commitment. More than any other
such organization in Washington, the NSC Staff depends
upon its people. There are no insulating layers to screen the
system from the egocentric, the foolish, arid the venal. The
President must, therefore, select his APNSA with the
knowledge that it should be his most important, and careful,
appointment. The APNSA must then select his staff with
equal care, demanding the highest standards of
demonstrated competence, intellectual daring, and selfless
dedication.

Driven by the demands of the national security system,
the National Security Council Staff will continue to occupy a
position of prominence into the next century. The President
should take it as a task of the first order to design a system
that recognizes the functional requisites and the central role
that he must exercise in the management of national
security. The challenges of the 21 st century demand no less.
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NOTES

1. Leslie H. Gelb, "Who Makes Foreign Policy," The New York Times,
February 3, 1989, p. A30; David Hoffman, "Bush Scales Back Security
Council," The Washington Post, February 3, 1989, p. AS.
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GLOSSARY

APNSA - Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs
CPPG -Crisis Preplanning Group
IG - Interdepartmental Groups/Interagency Groups
NSA - National Security Adviser
NSC - National Security Council
NSD - National Security Directive
NSDD - National Security Decision Directive
NSDM - National Security Decision Memoranda
NSPG - National Security Planning Group
NSSD - National Security Study Directive
NSSM - National Security Study Memoranda
PD - Presidential Directive
PRC - Policy Review Committee
PRG - Policy Review Group
PRM - Presidential Review Memoranda
SCC - Special Coordination Committee
SIG - Senior Interdepartmental Group
SRG - Senior Review Group
SSG - Special Situation Group
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